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After the disastrous way they parted, can Lizzy reignite Darcy’s passion?

Elizabeth Bennet is disappointed when her summer trip to Derbyshire is suddenly postponed. In Meryton, she discovers Georgiana Darcy at the coaching inn—alone and penniless after her maid absconded with her funds.

Lizzy offers to accompany Georgiana to Brighton. The girl claims her brother is waiting there. But is that true? Or could she be planning to meet up with Wickham—the scoundrel who tried to elope with her once before?

Stopping for the night in London, Lizzy sends word to Darcy. She dreads facing him again. His mortifying marriage proposal is burned into her memory. She refused him in the most insulting manner.

Ashamed of misjudging him, she's determined to make amends. Can he forgive her? And now that her loathing of him has cooled, can she learn to love him after all?

This steamy Pride and Prejudice sensual intimate variation will make you reach for your vinaigrette! It has a happy ending and no cliffhanger.
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Chapter 1
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Elizabeth Bennet descended the stairs at Longbourn. The urgent strains of her mother’s voice filled the foyer. “Come, Lizzy, your uncle and aunt will arrive at any moment. You must not keep them waiting!”

“Yes, Mama.” Lizzy smoothed the skirt of her cotton travel dress, bought especially for this trip. Her trunk waited by the door. Her reticule hung from her shoulder. It was packed with spending money and a book to read on the long trip to the Peak District.

She took a spencer from the closet. Carefully, she folded it and set it temporarily atop the trunk. The July temperatures would limit its usefulness. But it would come in handy during the cool evening weather.

Her father, looking unusually dour, emerged from his study. “So you are off, then, Lizzy. Let us hope you don’t have occasion to see a certain proud Derbyshire man of our acquaintance.”

Lizzy fought to maintain her equanimity. She knew who he meant, of course. Mr. Darcy. Her aunt had told her they would spend time in Lambton, within five miles of Pemberley, Darcy’s estate. But that was no reason to think they would see him. He might not even be in that part of the country at present.

Her heart fluttered at the thought. Did she want to see him?

Of course not. Their last parting had been a humiliating experience for them both.

But her feelings for him had changed since then. She had not forgiven him for separating her sister Jane from her beau, Mr. Bingley. Yet Mr. Darcy’s letter—the one he had placed in her hand the morning after his failed marriage proposal—had shown he was an honourable man.

She had wasted so much time by forming a hasty opinion of him. How differently things might have proceeded if she had given him a chance to show his true nature!

But she had not, and now that chance was lost. She would likely never see him again.

A stab of pain pierced her heart. Surely it was not affection that made her feel so. Only regret that she could not apologize for the wrongs she had done him.

The thought had haunted her since they had parted three months ago. Even through her dislike, she had noticed his handsome face—his broad shoulders—his keen intelligence. Had he not been so cold in his dealings with her, she might have chanced a flirtation.

Yet all the time he had seemed so distant, he had been falling in love.

If she had known, would she have behaved differently? It was a pointless question. She could not go back and change things. She could only move forward. And that meant accepting the past as it was, not as she wished it could have been.

At the faint sound of hoofbeats, her stomach tumbled. She walked to the front door and looked out the sidelights, expecting to see her uncle’s carriage. Instead, a horseman came into view, approaching the house.

As he came close, Lizzy did not recognize him. Her father stepped outside and exchanged words with the man. The stranger handed her father a missive, and her father gave him a few coins, before he went on his way.

Mr. Bennet came back inside, saying, “An express from London. It is for you, Lizzy.”

Her heart turned to a leaden weight in her chest. She broke the seal and checked the signature. As expected, it was from her aunt.


Dear Lizzy,

Your uncle awoke feeling poorly this morning. He has a fever, and the doctor cannot say when he will be well enough to travel. We have decided to postpone the trip for at least a week.

I will write again once we know more. You must not fret, my dear. I am sure this is but a brief delay.

Your loving aunt,

M. Gardiner



Lizzy communicated the contents of the letter to her parents. It took a solid five minutes to convince Mrs. Bennet that her brother did not lie on his deathbed. Lizzy’s younger sisters, Mary and Kitty, alarmed by the commotion, helped their mother to her room. Jane, the eldest, comforted Lizzy over the change in plans.

“A walk into Meryton will cheer you,” Jane said. “Or perhaps we could take the carriage, in case we want to shop.”

“I’m afraid I cannot spare the horses,” her father said. “Besides, I have spent enough money outfitting Lizzy for this trip. There is nothing left for fripperies.”

“Yes, Papa,” Lizzy said affectionately, kissing his cheek. Then, she and Jane went out for their walk.

“I hope you are not too disappointed,” Jane said. “You have been looking forward to this trip.”

“Unfortunately, the delay will cost us time. My uncle must return to London by the middle of August. We will have to shorten our trip.”

In fact, if her uncle did not make a speedy recovery, they might have to divert to the Cotswolds. Or cancel the trip altogether.

Her heart sank at the prospect.

But it was not in Lizzy’s nature to be morose. The sun was warm, the breeze cool, and the sky cloudless. The scent of roses hung in the air. No point wasting a beautiful day on regrets.

They reached the coaching inn on the outskirts of town. A young woman in fashionable dress ran out of the yard towards the street. Valise in hand, she chased after a carriage. The mail coach, Lizzy surmised by the size and speed of it.

“Wait!” the girl cried, waving her free arm above her head.

The coachman must surely have heard, yet he kept moving. Dust rose as the horses sped up and disappeared around the bend on their way to the main road.

The young woman stood watching as if stunned. Then, reality seemed to hit, and her shoulders slumped.

With Jane at her side, Lizzy approached the girl. Up close, she appeared younger than she had at a distance. Though tall for a woman, she might be no older than sixteen or seventeen.

Something about her face seemed familiar, though Lizzy could not place her. “Miss, are you well? May I fetch your maid?”

Tears sprang to her eyes. “My maid is on the coach that just left. Along with my reticule and all the money for my trip to Brighton.”

“Oh, dear!” Jane cried. “How dreadful!”

Puzzled, Lizzy asked, “Do you mean the maid stole from you?”

The girl gave a little nod. “I asked her to hold my reticule while I used the necessary. I came out to see her sitting next to the driver as the coach pulled away.”

Pondering the maid’s audacity, Lizzy’s mind worked rapidly. The girl was in trouble indeed. Even if she had funds—which apparently she did not—a young woman of her station could not travel alone.

“Might we assist you?” Lizzy asked. “My name is Elizabeth—”

Lizzy coughed, suddenly realizing why the girl looked familiar. Until she understood the young lady’s situation, she did not wish to reveal her identity. “I am Elizabeth Gardiner, and this is my sister, Jane Gardiner.”

Lizzy gave her sister a pointed look. Jane raised her brows but did not contradict her.

“Pleased to meet you,” the girl said. “I am Georgiana Darcy.”

Jane’s jaw fell slack, but Lizzy felt no shock at the mention of the name. The girl bore a strong resemblance to her brother. A brother who might have mentioned Lizzy’s name to Georgiana at some point.

A brother who would surely have provided his sister with a companion—and two sturdy footmen—while she travelled.

Lizzy looked about, seeing no one else coming to the girl’s aid. How strange! “Have you no manservant with you?”

Georgiana shook her head. “This all came up quite suddenly.”

Lizzy scowled, her mind sorting through the facts. Georgiana was the sixteen-year-old niece of an earl. She had taken off unchaperoned but for a disreputable maid. And to Brighton no less, where the militia had gathered for the summer.

Among them was Mr. George Wickham of the _____ shire regiment. Georgiana had nearly eloped with him the year before.

Her brother, who was also her guardian, could have no idea what she was up to. “And you have no governess, no companion?”

Georgiana’s face crumbled. “My companion, Mrs. Annesley—her mother took ill. So I hired Miss Jones. She was to travel with me to Brighton, to meet up with my brother. But now I have no money and no maid... I am stranded here.” Her voice broke.

“Allow us to treat you to tea,” Lizzy said, “and perhaps a meal.”

“Oh, yes, you must,” Jane urged. “I realize it is not the done thing, as we are strangers. But we must not stand on ceremony, under the circumstances.”

Georgiana eyed them warily.

Lizzy added, “The private room at this inn is pleasant, and the food quite good. You will feel better after a repast. We can help you decide on a course of action.”

Georgiana gave them a wan smile. Her stomach seemed to win out over her caution. “Thank you. I haven’t eaten since six this morning.”

They headed inside. Lizzy did not like hiding her identity. Yet if she revealed that she and Jane knew Darcy, the girl might bolt. If Georgiana was indeed planning to elope with Wickham—she would not risk word of it reaching her brother.

Lizzy wondered whether she flattered herself—would Darcy truly have mentioned her to his sister? The man had proposed marriage, after all. The name of Miss Elizabeth Bennet of Hertfordshire might be known to Georgiana.

Yes, Lizzy had better continue the charade. She would be best able to protect Miss Darcy if the girl did not suspect Lizzy of trying to thwart her plans.

They settled in the private dining room. Lizzy ordered tea for herself and Jane, and a hearty beef stew for Miss Darcy. As they waited for the food, Lizzy hatched a plan.

“Have you been to Brighton before?” Lizzy asked, hoping some idle conversation would help win the girl’s trust.

“Normally my family goes to Ramsgate for seaside holidays. But my brother thought to try Brighton this year, as it is popular with the Prince Regent.”

Lizzy nearly snorted. As if Darcy cared a fig what the Prince Regent thought. The girl had to be lying. The fact only bolstered Lizzy’s fears that Georgiana meant to meet up with Wickham.

“Our younger sisters would be jealous,” Lizzy said, humouring her. “They were quite mad to go to Brighton for the summer, but my father refused.”

“Perhaps we could convince him to go to Ramsgate instead,” Jane suggested.

“Oh, yes!” Georgiana cried. “I can tell you where to stay, and all the best places to visit.”

As Georgiana spoke, Lizzy took a pencil and a scrap of paper from her pelisse. She pretended to write down the girl’s recommendations. In fact, she was communicating her suspicions and plans to her sister. Lizzy passed the note, which Jane discreetly read and slipped into her own reticule.

The server brought them some fresh-baked biscuits and refilled their tea. Once she had gone, Lizzy said, “Miss Darcy, I have a proposition for you.”

The girl looked at her with interest.

“I planned to leave on a journey today,” Lizzy explained. “It’s been postponed due to my uncle’s illness. My trunk is packed. I have enough coin for a trip to Brighton. If you do not object, I can serve as your companion. Your brother can reimburse me for the expenses once we reach our destination.”

Georgiana’s expression brightened, then dimmed again. Lizzy wondered what thoughts were going through her head.

She hoped the girl was at least feeling some misgivings. Georgiana was in no position to repay her. Because Darcy was not waiting in Brighton—Lizzy was sure of that.

Finally, Georgiana said, “Thank you, Miss Elizabeth, that is kind of you. I’ll be happy for your company.”

“What a lovely idea!” Jane replied. “I’ll let our parents know, and send your trunk. It should be here within the hour.”

“And in the meantime,” Lizzy said, “I’ll speak to the innkeeper. We must secure fresh horses for your carriage.”

“Oh!” Georgiana said. “I have been travelling by post.”

Lizzy had thought nothing could surprise her at this point. But this left her speechless. The girl had run away from her companion, hired a thief as a lady’s maid, and set off by post—wearing the finest garments Bond Street had to offer?

From the reports she had heard, Lizzy had assumed that Miss Georgiana Darcy was some sort of paragon. True, she had agreed to elope with Wickham, but Lizzy herself had been fooled by the man’s charm. A fifteen-year-old girl would have had no chance against him.

But now, a year later, Georgiana could not be held blameless. Darcy had warned his sister that Wickham was a scoundrel. That he had been scheming for her fortune of thirty thousand pounds. Her behaviour was pure folly.

Thank heaven Jane and Lizzy had come upon her. Now would come the hard part—keeping her safe until she was delivered to her family.

Jane said her goodbyes, hugging her sister and giving her best wishes to Miss Darcy. Lizzy contemplated her next move.

“It would be better if we could hire a carriage,” she said. “If we cannot get one here, we can travel by post to London. At a minimum, we must hire a manservant for protection.”

“Is that necessary?”

“Miss Darcy, I beg your pardon, but your maid robbed you and hopped onto the mail coach. Does that not prove how vulnerable a woman travelling alone can be? And your clothes show you to be of the best society. To travel by post, you should have worn the plainest, most worn dress you own.”

Georgiana cast down her eyes. Lizzy reached out and offered a comforting hand. “You’re inexperienced, that is all. It’s a pity your companion could not travel with you. Your brother should have sent a carriage for you.”

Georgiana hesitated a moment. “He would have, had he known Mrs. Annesley had gone to her mother’s. I did not want to trouble him for a two-day journey. I thought I could handle it on my own.”

Lizzy’s heart almost broke at the words. “You remind me of my sister Lydia. I remember being sixteen, feeling like an adult while everyone treats you like a child. You still have much to learn, Miss Darcy. The world is a more dangerous place than you imagine.”

Georgiana shook her head. “I should not have trusted Miss Jones. But she had glowing references.”

“References can be forged.”

Georgiana sighed. “Of course.”

Lizzy went to the innkeeper to ask about hiring a carriage. The tall, muscular Black man with greying hair addressed her as Miss Gardiner. Apparently Jane had explained the situation to him, as Lizzy had requested in her note.

He said his best carriage was available, and his son Seth could accompany them on the trip. This turn of events gratified Lizzy.

She had known Seth her whole life. He was a kind, soft-spoken man of about twenty with a knack for defusing tavern brawls before they began. And at the May Day competitions, he had shown himself to be an excellent shot.

As she paid the innkeeper, she mentally computed how much it would cost to get to Brighton and return. Darcy or his family would compensate her at some point. But she had to prepare in case something went wrong in the meantime.

Was she miscalculating, helping Georgiana get closer to her destination? If Lizzy didn’t act, the girl might go off on her own. Pawning her jewellery would not just get her to Brighton. It would likely cover the cost of a trip to Gretna Green as well.

Foolish, foolish girl!

Part of Lizzy rebelled at taking responsibility for Georgiana. But she did it for two reasons.

First, if Lydia—her youngest sister—ever put herself into such a situation, Lizzy hoped someone would come to her aid.

Second, if Lizzy knew one true thing about Mr. Darcy, it was this: He loved his sister more than life itself. Losing her would destroy him. Lizzy could not let that happen.

Unsurprisingly, Lizzy’s father accompanied the cart that brought her trunk. In a brief, private conversation, she reassured him of the wisdom and safety of her plan. Ingratiating herself with Darcy might help Jane win back her lost beau—Darcy’s friend, Mr. Bingley.

Her father had joked about Jane’s broken heart. Presumably in an ill-advised attempt at lessening the blow with humour. Yet Mr. Bennet loved Jane. He wanted the best for her. No one could deny that Bingley would make Jane happy.

So Lizzy’s trunk was strapped atop the hired carriage. Georgiana’s valise fit easily inside the cabin. Lizzy waved goodbye to her father, Seth climbed up next to the coachman, and they were on their way.

***
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FITZWILLIAM DARCY WALKED along the streets of London with his cousin, the colonel. The two had been sparring at Angelo’s fencing salon, and were now headed to their club for an afternoon repast.

Darcy was loath to raise the subject on his mind. But in fact, it was his duty. He and Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam shared guardianship of Georgiana.

“I received a distressing missive from my aunt Ellsworth,” Darcy began. Georgiana had been staying with a matronly widowed aunt—his father’s sister.

“Is something amiss with Georgiana?” Richard asked.

Darcy heaved a deep sigh. The summer sun was hot, and coal dust hung in the air. “She has become ungovernable, according to my aunt. I thought Georgiana would be happy in the country, enjoying the dogs and horses. But she seems to think I sent her to rusticate as some sort of punishment.”

Richard’s brows drew pensively. “She has never been particularly fond of London.”

“Lately she has been asking to make her come-out next season. I told her it would be too soon. She will barely be seventeen. I would rather she wait another year.”

“I agree.”

“But if she feels ready to marry...” Darcy broke off. He could not imagine his little sister married so soon. Yet she had been prepared to run away with George Wickham a year ago.

“Marrying so young would be a disaster,” Richard said.

“Not as much as eloping.”

Richard stopped and stared. “Do you think her capable of that?”

Emotion roiled in Darcy’s chest. His sister meant the world to him. But what did he know of raising an adolescent girl? “I did not think her capable of it a year ago. I cannot risk it again.”

They resumed their walk. “What do you intend?” the colonel asked, his tone resigned.

“To travel to Bedfordshire tomorrow and bring her to London. I’ll hire a new companion temporarily, while Mrs. Annesley is caring for her mother.”

Richard slowly nodded. “Would you like me to travel with you?”

Darcy hesitated. In truth, he would not mind company for the journey. But part of him was contemplating stopping at Meryton along the way. Was he a fool, wanting to see Miss Elizabeth Bennet again? Would his cousin think so?

Miss Bennet had given him no reason to hope she would entertain a renewal of his suit. Yet might not his letter have softened her towards him? Her dislike had been partly founded on Wickham’s lies.

Darcy’s chest grew heavy. He was letting his hopes deceive him. His behaviour had been abominable.

He had meant to praise her, but instead his words had enumerated all the ways she was beneath him in the eyes of society. How could she forgive that?

Yet in the three months since they had last met, his feelings for her had not subsided. If anything, they had grown stronger. During the days, he could occupy his mind with other things. But alone in his bed at night, he yearned for her.

He could not deny the longings of his heart. A visit to Longbourn for half an hour would hurt nothing. If he was unwelcome, he could soon be on his way. If invited to dine, he could further press his suit—discover if there was reason to hope.

The presence of his cousin on such a journey would not benefit him.

“No,” Darcy responded to the colonel’s question. “I fear that if we both converge on Georgiana at once, it will overwhelm her. But perhaps you could ask your mother to find a suitable companion for her.”

“I shall do so.” Richard spoke with his native decisiveness. The trait helped make him a good officer. He continued, “We will secure someone for the position by the time you return. My mother is efficient at such things.”

“She is efficient at everything she puts her mind to,” Darcy said with a faint smile. In Lady Matlock, he was lucky to have at least one aunt who would do right by Georgiana.

Lady Catherine—his mother’s sister—was a different story. Fortunately, she hadn't learned of Georgiana’s indiscretion with Wickham the previous year. She would have made Georgiana’s life a misery—and his as well. The woman thought it her privilege to interfere in the business of everyone she knew.

More than once, she had declared to the entire family that Darcy would marry her daughter Anne. Even though she hadn’t bothered to consult him on the matter. To her mind, apart from the license and the actual ceremony, it was a fait accompli.

And then there was his aunt Ellsworth. He had sorely misjudged her. She was too fretful, too capricious. She had successfully raised three boys—and yet had been utterly undone by a sixteen-year-old girl.

The Countess of Matlock would have no such difficulties. The woman could stare down the prime minister without flinching. Darcy should have put Georgiana under her auspices a year ago. Back when the incident with Wickham was fresh.

His father had trusted him with Georgiana’s care. Father could have named someone else as guardian in his will. He had chosen Darcy and Colonel Fitzwilliam. Yet Darcy had come frighteningly close to failing her. If she had married Wickham, she would have been lost forever.

He could not let her down again.
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Chapter 2
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Georgiana took out a book to read on the journey, so Lizzy did the same. She feared that peppering the girl with questions would only rouse suspicion. Besides, Lizzy could not trust anything Georgiana said.

Was the girl truly so in love with Wickham that she had undertaken this rash journey? Or had something else precipitated the trip? Lizzy could not imagine what that might be. Darcy was a devoted brother—he would have done all in his power to ensure her welfare.

And there was little a man in Darcy’s position could not do.

Lizzy had never had that kind of security in her life. As a small child, she had sensed the disquiet in her parents’ relationship. She could not imagine a couple more ill-suited to one another—in temperament, in intellect, in daily pursuits.

As she got older, a more insidious concern overtook her. Her father, assuming he would have a son and break the entail on his estate, had put nothing aside for his daughters. They would have to marry well to maintain their lifestyle—but with no dowry to recommend them.

The reality weighed on her. It had been easy to refuse Darcy when she had thought him unscrupulous for his treatment of Wickham. Knowing the truth, she could not help wondering about the future she had given up.

She could not abide the thought of marrying without love—of ending up like her parents. If she got to know Darcy better...

She could not allow her thoughts to linger there. It was pointless. A proud man like Darcy would not humble himself to make her an offer a second time.

Her throat grew tight at the thought, and her eyes stung. She did not love Darcy. She did not know him well enough.

But she wished she did.

It was dinnertime when Lizzy and Georgiana found an inn in London to spend the night. The days were long enough that they could have kept going. Even so, they could not have reached Brighton before dark. So Lizzy had persuaded Georgiana they should overnight in the capital.

Lizzy hoped that didn’t mean the rest of Georgiana’s family were in Derbyshire.

Their two-room suite was set up for a lady and her maid. The fancier room was on the inside, with no door to the hallway. So of course, Lizzy gave Georgiana that room. Not that she worried the girl might try to escape during the night...

Fine, yes, she worried the girl might try to escape during the night.

While they waited for the maid to bring dinner, Lizzy penned three letters. She told Georgiana they were to her travelling companions—to let them know about her current plans.

In fact, the first was to Mrs. Forster—wife of the commanding officer of the ______ shire regiment, currently stationed in Brighton. The second was to the Countess of Matlock in Berkeley Square. And the third was to Mrs. William Collins, née Charlotte Lucas—neighbour of Lady Catherine de Bourgh in Kent.

Lizzy hoped they would not need to involve Lady Catherine, Georgiana’s termagant aunt. But if they did, Miss Darcy would have no one to blame but herself.

Lizzy prayed she was doing the right thing. Mr. Darcy would be destroyed if something happened to his sister. He had already lost both his parents. Georgiana was all he had left.

If Lizzy had not set her mind against him on the night they had met, the two of them might be married now. They might be expecting a child of their own.

What a mad thing to contemplate! She no longer resented Darcy as she once had, but that was a far cry from love.

He was... Well, he was simply the handsomest man she had ever known. Tall and imposing, broad-shouldered, with arresting dark eyes that always caught her attention.

Of course, there was more to the man than his looks. Yet, her perceptions of him had been skewed for so long, she didn’t know him at all. Over the past three months, she had re-examined their interactions to view them anew. To view him as a man who was not mocking her, but who was falling in love with her.

A man who had fallen so deeply in love, he had proposed despite all considerations of family and position.

Heat rushed over her at the thought. What might it be like to accept the affection of such a man? To be his wife, and know his touch?

She pressed a hand to her throat. Surely she was not regretting her decision. His declarations of love had been accompanied by arrogance and insults.

It didn’t speak well of him that family and position loomed so large in his mind. Yet it spoke well of his devotion to her that he had counted her above all other considerations.

And she had tossed his esteem aside, like so much rubbish.

Well, it was done. No point in looking back.

Still, she had the chance to make amends. She would use all her wits to return Georgiana safely to his care.

What would she do if he showed up at the inn on the morrow? What would she say to him? After all these months, did he hate her?

It was too late for them to be friends. But at least now, they might part without enmity between them.

***
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DARCY ROUSED FROM A deep sleep. In the dim light of dawn, he could barely make out the form of his valet. “Pardon me, sir,” the man said. “You have a visitor.”

“What?” Still half asleep, Darcy could barely make his brain work.

“Lady Matlock, sir. She says it’s urgent.”

That woke him. Fear pulsed through him as he contemplated the possibilities. Had something happened to Georgiana? To Richard? To his uncle?

He did not wait to dress. Instead, he slid into his banyan and headed down to the morning room. His aunt was pacing.

“Forgive me, dear boy.” Even in the pale morning light, he could make out the signs of worry in her features. “I received a missive this morning that requires your immediate attention. Unfortunately, your uncle and I were squiring your cousins to a ball until dawn. Otherwise, I would have received it sooner,” she fretted as she placed the letter into his hands.

Darcy stood by the window and checked the signature. Astonishment pricked him. Elizabeth Bennet? His face warmed at the sight of her name. His worry only increased as he read,


Madam,

Please forgive my forwardness in writing, as we have not been introduced. I had the honour of enjoying the hospitality of Lady Catherine de Bourgh this spring. At that time I met Colonel Fitzwilliam. I also knew Mr. Darcy during his stay in Hertfordshire last autumn.

This letter concerns the well-being of Miss Darcy. I encountered her today at the coaching inn in Meryton. She had been travelling with a maid who had robbed her and escaped on the mail coach. As Miss Darcy was alone and without funds, I took her into my care.

I hope I have not behaved rashly. I was not in a position to force her—I could only persuade. I agreed to travel with her, hoping that when we stopped in London for the night, I could reunite her with her family. Failing that, I have agreed to accompany her to her final destination, where I can enlist the help of friends.

Miss Darcy claims to be meeting her brother in Brighton, which I cannot credit. Mr. George Wickham is in Brighton with the _____ shire regiment. I suspect her brother would want her nowhere near the place.


Darcy’s blood ran cold. It was worse than he had imagined. Georgiana was again planning to elope with Wickham. But Wickham could not know about the scheme, or he would have met her in Bedfordshire. Brighton was about as far from Gretna Green as anywhere in England.

Miss Bennet’s letter went on to give the name of the inn where she and Georgiana were spending the night. It also included Colonel Forster’s direction in Brighton. Darcy could only be grateful to Miss Bennet for coming up with this plan to return his sister to him.

“I must get to the inn immediately,” he said.

“Richard is already on his way,” his aunt replied. “If Georgiana is still there, he will prevent her from leaving. You have time to dress and pack your saddlebags, in case you need to travel on to Brighton.”

He nodded, grateful for his aunt’s clear head. If he had to travel to Brighton, he could get there faster on horseback than the ladies could by coach. In a few hours, this could all be over.

As his fear ebbed, his hope rose. He would see Elizabeth Bennet again. But at what cost?
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Chapter 3
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Lizzy sat in the carriage on the way to Brighton, perturbed. She wished she had managed to delay Miss Darcy a few hours longer. The girl had been determined to leave at first light. Lizzy had stalled as much as possible, but had not wanted to raise her suspicions.

A disturbing realization had hit her when they pulled out of the inn. She had been longing to see Darcy. She had counted on his being there—not just for Georgiana’s sake, but for her own.

Disappointment hung on her like a weight. Darcy might not even be in London. The season was all but over—he might already be at Pemberley.

She had to resign herself to the possibility: she might not see him at all on this journey. One of his other relations might collect Georgiana.

It seemed unlikely that Lady Matlock had received Lizzy’s express. If she had, would not someone from the earl’s household have come to the inn the night before? Lizzy now hoped Colonel Forster could alert the army office—and the army could alert Colonel Fitzwilliam.

Yet Lizzy had not given up all hope that the earl would send someone after them. With that in mind, she sat with her back to the horses, with Georgiana on the bench opposite. That way, if Mr. Darcy came after his sister on horseback, catching up with the coach, Lizzy would see him first.

Unfortunately, that meant Lizzy could not take out a book or her needlepoint to while away the hours. She had to stay alert—without looking like she was watching for travellers from London.

“What are your plans, once you get to Brighton?” Lizzy asked.

Georgiana’s eyes widened. “My brother...is renting a house. The direction...was in my reticule. But, he is friends with the commander of the _____ shire regiment. I’ll be able to find him through the colonel.”

Find George Wickham, more like. But Lizzy could work this lie to her advantage. “As it happens, I know Colonel Forster. My youngest sister, Lydia, is friends with his wife. I brought his direction with me, so I could call on the Forsters if necessary.”

“What luck!” Georgiana said, her eyes wide, as if unsure whether it was lucky or not.

Lizzy engaged the girl on a number of subjects, trying to determine exactly what was in her mind. But Miss Darcy remained cagey. She either sidestepped any pertinent subject, or gave answers that were clearly manufactured.

One detail alone rang true. Georgiana had gone to stay with a widowed aunt after the mother of her companion, Mrs. Annesley, took ill. There were few friends her age in the neighbourhood, and she had grown bored. Her aunt apparently had strict ideas about proper feminine behaviour. The girl had chafed under them.

At that point, the story grew murky. Georgiana claimed to have written to her brother, asking if she could join him in London. At that point, he had supposedly proposed Brighton as an alternative.

If the girl had indeed been in her aunt’s care, would not the woman have notified Darcy when his sister disappeared? Or had Georgiana somehow covered her tracks? At this moment, Darcy might be on his way to Bedfordshire to discover where Georgiana had gone.

Lizzy sank back onto the squabs, her bones aching from the long days of travel. She fought to keep her mind from falling into a soporific trance. There was nought to see out the windows but the dust rising from the carriage wheels.

But then, something shimmered in the distance. A few moments later, she could make out the shape of two horsemen. Approaching rapidly, they appeared to be dressed well. Her eyes darted to Georgiana, who seemed engrossed in her book. But Lizzy could not take a chance.

A glance out the window confirmed it. Darcy and another man (perhaps Colonel Fitzwilliam?) approached on the right side of the carriage, and would soon pass them.

The sight of Darcy sent a jolt through her system. He had come!

Yet, Lizzy couldn’t think of a way to stop him and his cousin on the road. Not without alerting Georgiana to the trap Lizzy had laid. Who knew how the girl might react? They could better contain Georgiana once they reached the Forster’s home.

So Lizzy drew her companion’s attention to the left side of the road. “Oh, what a pretty orchard. What sort of fruit do you think that is?”

Georgiana peered out the window. “Cherries, I believe.”

“Cherries? Could they not be apricots?”

Georgiana kept her eyes on the trees. They were clearly cherries. But the girl was too well bred to respond with amazement to Lizzy’s ridiculous suggestion. “Apricots would be larger this time of year. And not so...red.”

“Of course, how silly of me.” Lizzy struggled for another topic to maintain the girl’s attention. “Does your family have an orchard?”

“Yes, but our estate is in the Peak District. Our growing season is a bit behind, compared to here in the south.”

“I have never been to the Peak District, but I am eager to travel there. Where would you recommend I visit?”

Lizzy sat back—luring Miss Darcy’s view back to the interior of the carriage, now that her brother and cousin had passed. Georgiana related several places of interest. Some were on the itinerary aunt Gardiner had planned, some not. Lizzy made a mental note.

Would she end up taking the journey with her aunt and uncle after all? She hoped her uncle’s health was improving. On the way back to Meryton, she would stop in London to see if she could be of use to them.

But in the meantime, she would have to contend with seeing Mr. Darcy again.

What must he think of her, after the way she had unfairly humiliated him? Perhaps by saving his sister, Lizzy would ease his resentment. Or perhaps he would blame her for interfering.

Her stomach churned at the prospect. This had been a mad scheme, but she had had little time to think things through. When the opportunity to rescue his sister had presented itself, she had taken it. She could not regret it.

***
[image: image]


DARCY AND THE COLONEL stopped at a coaching inn to change horses once they reached Brighton. Darcy’s impatience had risen the closer they came to their destination.

Yes, he was worried about Georgiana. But he considered her safe in the care of Elizabeth Bennet.

He had spoken to the innkeeper in London. A young woman using the name Elizabeth Gardiner had departed early that morning in a fine coach. With her had been an adolescent girl and a Blackamoor footman. She had left a note for the Countess of Matlock or her representative—in case someone came looking for the ladies.

Richard had not hesitated to read the letter. It confirmed that Elizabeth and Georgiana were heading to Brighton. To Colonel Forster’s lodgings.

As eager as Darcy was to see his sister, he was desperate to see Elizabeth. She had gone to great trouble on Georgiana’s behalf. What did that mean? Had Elizabeth’s feelings towards him softened?

He dared not hope. He would see her soon enough, and learn the truth.

What would he say? He would thank her, of course. And somehow arrange to reimburse her for her expenditures on Georgiana’s behalf.

But that was not all. He wanted to court her. To prove that he would make her a worthy husband. Would she allow it? Or would she deny him again?

A familiar voice called out, interrupting his musings. “Well met, Darcy!” Charles Bingley declared.

It took Darcy a moment to get his bearings. Come to think of it, Bingley had mentioned travelling to Brighton. But the man only saw through a quarter of the things he planned. Darcy had not thought much about it.

Bingley approached from the wheelwright’s shop next door, and Darcy met him halfway. “When did you decide to come to Brighton?” Charles asked.

Accompanying Bingley was his cousin, Peregrine Bingley, a pup just out of Cambridge. Like Charles, Perry had inherited a fortune from their grandfather’s mercantile concern. He also shared his cousin’s cheerful disposition and upright character. Yet he lacked Charles’ gregarious nature. Perry struck Darcy as more persevering.

“We decided to make the trip just this morning,” Darcy said. “I discovered I had some unexpected business here. Colonel Fitzwilliam was kind enough to accompany me.”

“Will Miss Darcy join you?” Perry asked.

“Perhaps,” Darcy replied, unwilling to commit on that topic. “She has tired of the country.”

“My mother is coming from London in a day or two,” Perry added. “She will be eager to see Miss Darcy again.”

The young man’s ardour sparked a thought in Darcy’s mind. He had always hoped for Georgiana to become a countess or marchioness. But if Darcy had to marry her off quickly—to prevent her from doing something foolish—she could do worse than Peregrine Bingley.

The very notion sickened him—treating her like a parcel of land to be portioned off. But if the chit had indeed planned again to elope with Wickham, Darcy might have little choice.

Darcy strained to recall the reason Charles had given for his trip to Brighton. Darcy said to Perry, “Charles said you have a cousin stationed here? A relation from your mother’s side?”

“Yes, Captain Denny of the _____ shires. He wrote me of his promotion. I thought I may as well come here as not, and congratulate him face-to-face.”

“Captain Denny?”

“Yes,” Charles said, “can you believe it? The entire time he was in Meryton, I had no idea he and I had a cousin in common.”

Darcy didn’t like the sound of that. “Captain Denny is friends with Wickham.”

Perry shook his head. “He and Wickham had a falling out. Wickham has been flirting with the young lady Denny is courting. Wickham says it’s all in fun, but Denny is not swayed. The young lady is...impressionable. Wickham can have no honourable intentions towards her.”

Darcy doubted Wickham had honourable intentions towards anyone.

“I say,” Perry interjected, looking over at the ostlers. “I hope they’re taking proper care of my prize bays. Got them at Tattersall’s a few weeks ago. Fastest team I’ve ever owned. With them pulling my new curricle, none of my friends can outpace me.”

Darcy eyed the team being harnessed to a flashy curricle in the latest style. He remembered the thrill of having his own carriage and horses as a young man. He could not fault Perry for his frivolous pride.

Richard signalled to Darcy that the new mounts were ready. Darcy said to the Bingleys, “I’m afraid we must be off.”

“Can you dine with us this evening?” Charles asked. “It will be just Perry and me. Caro is with Louisa in Grosvenor Street,” Charles added, explaining the whereabouts of his sisters.

“It depends on how my business goes,” Darcy caged. “We left London in a hurry. We have not yet found a place to stay. Give us your direction, and I’ll send word this afternoon.”

As Charles took out a card, Perry said, “It was good running into you. I hope we’ll see you again during your stay. And Miss Darcy as well.”

“Yes,” Darcy said sincerely, “I would like that.”

As he went on his way, he considered the providence of Perry Bingley’s presence in Brighton. He was a fine young man, if a bit too preoccupied with his curricle and horses. He would outgrow that.

The pup was not Darcy’s first choice of a husband for his sister. But between him and Wickham—if it came to that, and Georgiana was amenable—Perry would do.
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Chapter 4
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The coach carrying Lizzy and Georgiana made good time. Until, that is, they reached Brighton proper. Then, they slowed to a walking pace.

Pleasure seekers in barouches and curricles clogged the streets. Every moment, Lizzy worried that Georgiana would spot her relations amongst the crowd.

The girl began to fidget as if growing unsure. “Is Colonel Forster’s residence far?”

“I wish I knew. This is my first time in Brighton.”

An hour later, the coach finally stopped before a row of homes. Lizzy’s apprehension rose. Soldiers in red coats strolled the pavement. Seth opened the door and put down the steps, helping the ladies to exit.

Lydia came rushing out of the house. “Lizzy!” she cried. The youngest of the Bennet girls was tanned from her time in the sun. Her sprigged muslin dress was simple but fashionable.

Eyes sparkling with delight, she pulled her sister into an exuberant hug. “You must come and see the lovely meal cook has prepared. Harriet insists that you stay at least a week so we can show you the town. And who is your friend?”

“Miss Georgiana Darcy, may I present Miss Lydia—” Lizzy coughed, remembering herself just in time. “Miss Lydia Gardiner.”

The two curtseyed, and Lydia gave her sister a conspiratorial smile. “Please do come inside.”

From her coy demeanour, Lydia clearly enjoyed the charade. At least someone did.

They followed, Lizzy bringing up the rear. What awaited them inside? Was Darcy there?

He must be. Lizzy had seen him on the road, enough of him to be certain of his identity. Her heart fluttered. The prospect of speaking to him again, after the way they had left things...

She would never forget the expression on his face the last time she had seen him. With an anguished look, he had placed that letter in her hand. The one that explained how mistaken her judgement of him had been.

Now, at last, she had the chance to right the wrong she had done him. But what did that mean? Would he ever demean himself to renew his addresses? Did she want him to?

Before she had a chance to think through those feelings, she and Georgiana stepped into the house. And there he was, almost in front of her. Tall and imposing and handsome as ever.

The shudder that ran through her was unlike anything she had felt. His cool confidence had unsettled her before. Now that she had heard his words of love, instead he appeared strong and protective. Like a beast who would conquer any threat against those in his care.

He captured her gaze, and she stood arrested. He looked at her with the same intensity he always had. She used to think that expression was disapproval. Now, she recognized it as admiration.

Could that be true? Had his feelings not died?

Seeing him again—knowing what she knew now—was an entirely different experience from their time at Netherfield or Rosings. She felt drawn to him.

This was not love, not yet. It was curiosity mingled with animal spirits. She wanted to know him as a friend, as a suitor—and perhaps as a man.

Longing coiled in her belly. But now was not the occasion for such thoughts.

Their gazes broke, and time moved again. From where he stood, Darcy stepped into the foyer from one side—and Colonel Fitzwilliam from the other. Colonel Forster approached from inside the house. With Lizzy behind Georgiana, blocking her exit, she was trapped.

Georgiana whirled around and met Lizzy’s eyes. Hurt and astonishment were written on her features. Lizzy’s heart dropped. Causing the girl pain had not been her intention.

Yet Lizzy forced herself to wear a stoic expression. She would not let remorse show. Though she hated deception, Georgiana had left her no choice.

“How did you...” Georgiana’s cheeks flushed.

Lizzy spoke evenly. “I’m afraid I have not been entirely honest with you. My name is Elizabeth Bennet. I became acquainted with your brother when he stayed at Netherfield last autumn.”

Tears glistened in Georgiana’s eyes, and her voice broke. “You acted like a friend.”

Lizzy’s tone softened. “I hope one day you’ll realize I have been a friend. You were stranded alone and penniless in a strange town. I have returned you to your family, where you belong.”

“What were you thinking?” Darcy asked his sister with banked fury. “Do you have any idea what could have happened to you?”

“I took a maid with me,” the girl said petulantly.

“She wasn’t a maid,” he said through clenched teeth. “She was a thief. You were lucky she only robbed you.”

Colonel Fitzwilliam spoke up. “Let us not take up any more of Colonel Forster’s time. He has kindly offered his study so we can discuss this as a family.”

Looking dazed and a little sheepish, Georgiana followed her cousin. Darcy stopped in front of Lizzy and pressed her hand. “Thank you. This is a debt I can never repay.”

Her whole body heated at his touch. The emotion in his eyes was beyond anything she had thought him capable of feeling. Anger, worry, relief—but also a tenderness that touched Lizzy to her core.

She had never been so close to him, not even when they had danced. His bergamot scent teased, offering a hint of what it would be like to be his wife, to know his intimate touch. She wanted to step closer, to lower her cheek to his chest, to inhale his unique scent and memorize it.

“You’re welcome.” She swallowed down the lump in her throat. “I’m happy I came upon her when I did.”

He looked at her so intensely, she thought he would say more. Instead, reluctantly, he let go of her hand. After a lingering glance, he turned and walked after his sister.

Every part of Lizzy’s body came alive. Oh, how had she not seen it before—the depth of feeling that lay beyond his controlled façade? She felt as if the breath had been knocked out of her. Her lungs struggled for air as the heat of attraction pumped through her veins.

Regret washed over her like a waterfall. What have I done?

She had let him go. Yet now, she knew full well she would never meet a better man. She wished she could go back in time and become the woman he needed, before it was too late. But that was no more than a foolish fantasy.

As the door to the study closed, Lydia brought the Forsters to greet Lizzy. “You must be tired after your trip,” Harriet said.

“Yes, a bit.” In truth, Lizzy was so muddled at seeing Darcy, she could not say what she felt.

In a daze, she followed her hosts into the parlour for refreshments. Harriet was about eighteen and newly married. Vivacious and pretty, she had honey-brown hair and emerald eyes. Her husband, a barrel-chested man of about thirty, seemed to dote on her.

“We were so surprised to get your letter,” Lydia said to her sister. “Especially as it came by express. But it was strange that you sent it to Harriet and not to me.”

Lizzy spoke, her words measured. “I was afraid that if I sent it to you, you might not realize the urgency of it. After all, I write you every week.” That was not the whole truth. Lizzy simply didn’t trust her youngest sister with anything important.

“And why did you tell her our name was Gardiner?” Lydia continued.

“In case Mr. Darcy had mentioned us to her, as neighbours of Netherfield. I wanted to avoid the suspicion that I was acquainted with him. Especially since I knew nothing of the reason for her travels.”

“You did well, Miss Bennet,” Colonel Forster said.

As Lydia chatted with Harriet, Lizzy spoke confidentially with the colonel. “Did Mr. Darcy mention any concerns to you about a particular officer under your command?”

The colonel gave a sharp nod. “He did. The man in question is a fine horseman and a crack shot, but otherwise he’s utterly profligate. Major Rockland is keeping an eye on him.”

Lizzy nodded. “I am pleased to hear it. Though it pains me to say it, Miss Darcy seems entirely ignorant of the world.”

“I have often wondered why girls of that class are kept sheltered.” Colonel Forster pressed his lips into a grim line. “Did she have no idea what might happen to her alone at a coaching inn?”

“I shudder to think,” Lizzy said. “I would not have dared take the journey, without a footman I trusted to accompany me.”

“You saved her reputation, Miss Bennet—and possibly much more.”

Lizzy was not as ignorant of the world as Georgiana. As a child, Lizzy had been free to read anything she pleased, unsupervised. And her father’s library was extensive. He would likely have been surprised at his daughter’s knowledge.

As much as she hated to admit it, Colonel Forster was right. Any passing ruffian could have harmed Georgiana. Lizzy did not envy Darcy the job of keeping his wayward sister safe.

***
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IN THE STUDY, DARCY allowed Richard to question Georgiana. He did not trust himself to speak.

“Your aunt Ellsworth certainly didn’t allow you to leave the way you did.”

A barely disguised smirk crossed Georgiana’s lips. “Aunt Ellsworth went to visit her sister overnight. She arranged for a neighbour, Mrs. Hargate, to stay with me. I sent a note to Mrs. Hargate saying our plans had changed.”

“So my aunt is just now discovering your duplicity,” Darcy said.

Georgiana flushed.

“Have you no concern for how worried she will be, when she discovers your absence?” Darcy asked. “How humiliated that you escaped from her care in this way? You complained she allowed you no freedom. Yet at the first opportunity, this is how you behave?”

“I am tired of being treated like a child.”

“Georgiana,” Richard said in a harsh tone. “You have no idea how much danger you put yourself in. Alone at a coaching inn without a penny? Anything might have happened to you. You could have been brutalized, or worse. Thank heaven Miss Bennet found you when she did.”

Tears came to the girl’s eyes. “I cannot believe she lied to me.”

“Did you hear nothing your cousin just said?” Darcy raged. “Miss Bennet saved you. You might be dead right now if some scoundrel had taken advantage of your situation.”

She looked unmoved.

He paced, shaking his head. “I don’t know what to do with you. I thought you understood that Wickham is a rogue and a fortune hunter. Yet here you are—I can only assume you are here for him.”

His sister stared at him open-mouthed. She squirmed in her chair a moment, then said, “George loves me.”

“He loves your thirty thousand pounds.”

“He’s the only one who treats me like an adult.”

“Because you act like a spoiled, foolish child,” Darcy said. “What am I to do with you? I do not wish to put you under lock and key. I don’t know how else to keep you safe.”

Tears fell onto her cheeks. “You never let me do anything. My friend Minerva came out this year—

“Your friend Minerva is almost eighteen. You’re barely sixteen.”

“Lots of girls come out at sixteen.”

Darcy could not argue that—some girls did. Was it wrong that he wished his sister to mature longer before thrusting adulthood on her?

In softer tones, he said, “I promised to give you a ball at Pemberley in the spring. It’s too soon for you to have a London season.”

She wiped her eyes with a handkerchief. “You hate me.”

Heaven give him strength. How could she think him the villain in this story?

“I love you more than my own life,” he insisted, emotion rising in his throat. “I thought you would enjoy some time with your aunt. If you would rather be in London, I can take you there instead. Tying yourself to Wickham is not the answer. He would make you miserable.”

“Georgiana,” Richard said gently, “Wickham is kind to you now because he wants something from you. I don’t deny he feels some fondness for you. But a man who truly cared about your interest wouldn’t want you to defy your family. He’d want you to finish your schooling. He’d court you the right way.”

“If you married him,” Darcy said, “he would have full legal power over you and your children. He could make your life a misery if he chose to. I would have no recourse within the law to stop him.”

“That’s true no matter who I marry.”

Darcy set his jaw. “All the more reason to let Richard and me help guide you in your choice. We know Wickham to be a scoundrel. He is a drunkard, a gambler, a womanizer. He hasn’t a penny to his name. And I shall not turn over your fortune to him if you marry him. I shall not let him gamble away your future.”

She eyed him defiantly. “Fine. I won’t marry George, if you let me come out next season.”

He wanted to storm at her. But he could see no good coming from that. “I’ll discuss it with Lady Matlock. She and Mrs. Annesley will chaperone you, and Richard or I will escort you to every event. We’ll introduce you to young men we know to be above reproach. Men from noble families who can give you the sort of life you’re accustomed to. Men who can make you happy.”

She rolled her eyes. “If you say so.”

Darcy wanted to throttle her. When had his sweet little sister turned into this rebellious girl? She had been doing so well with her new companion—until Mrs. Annesley’s mother took ill. Darcy had thought their aunt Ellsworth would serve well in her stead, temporarily. He could not have been more wrong.

He hated rewarding Georgiana for her bad behaviour. But what else could he do? If she was determined to marry, better she do it under the guidance of her family.
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Chapter 5
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It was all Lizzy could do to stay in her seat when Darcy emerged from the study with his sister and cousin. Prickling with curiosity, Lizzy wondered how they would handle the situation with Georgiana. Yet she would not pry into a family matter.

“Can you join us for tea?” Harriet offered.

Georgiana looked towards her brother, who replied, “Yes, thank you. My sister must be hungry after her trip.”

“Of course she is.” Harriet took Georgiana’s arm and led her to the couch to join herself and Lydia. Colonel Fitzwilliam chose the chair next to Colonel Forster. That left Darcy to sit with Lizzy on the loveseat.

Heat washed over her. The man was so physically imposing—all that masculinity was impossible to ignore. The thrumming in her veins distracted her to the point she could hardly speak.

Taciturn as always, he did not meet her eye. So much was unsaid between them. And even if one of them dared to discuss the subject, now was not the time.

The tension stretched until at last, she said, “I hope all is well.”

He hesitated. “Not well. But better than it would have been, had you not intervened.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “I’m grateful I was there to help. I hope, in time, your sister will come to understand that you only want the best for her.”

A pained look spread over his face. “I have agreed to let her come out next season. She seems determined to marry with or without my consent. If I can at least steer her away from Wickham...”

His voice died, as if the prospect was too horrible to contemplate.

“She has confirmed it? That she came here for him?”

He gave a curt nod.

She pondered the situation a moment. “Are there other men you could guide her towards?”

He drew his brow. “Bingley is here in Brighton.”

Lizzy stiffened, her stomach growing cold. Her sister Jane was in love with Charles Bingley. But Caroline Bingley wanted her brother to marry Georgiana. Did Darcy want the same?

“Charles has a cousin,” Darcy explained. “Perry is just out of Cambridge. He seems smitten with Georgiana. It would not be a brilliant match, but I would not object.”

Relief suffused Lizzy. Apparently Caroline’s ambitions were her own. Jane’s hopes were safe—at least for now. “The Bingleys are respectable.”

“Yes. Perry is young, but he can provide my sister with a comfortable life. Perhaps I’ve been wrong to want her to marry into the nobility. My aunt—the countess—is an imposing figure, while Georgiana is shy and retiring. I hoped she would grow out of it, but...” His voice trailed off again, and he showed no inclination to return to the subject.

“Has your sister been much in company with Mr. Bingley’s cousin?”

“He attended a house party at Pemberley last year. And they saw each other in London from time to time.”

“Is he in London now?” Lizzy asked.

“In fact, he is here in Brighton with Charles. We talked of dining together this evening. Do you think the Forsters would mind hosting a dinner party? Colonel Fitzwilliam and I could take rooms at a hotel instead.”

“I can ask Lydia if they have plans this evening.” Lizzy glanced about the room. Colonel Forster was deep in conversation with Colonel Fitzwilliam. Mrs. Forster spoke animatedly with Georgiana. Both their hosts were sociable by disposition. Lizzy suspected they would offer lodgings to their unexpected visitors for the night. And the Bingleys would be welcome company.

Within an hour, it had all been arranged. Dinner invitations were sent to the Bingley cousins at their lodgings. After the tension of the past two days, the mood suddenly shifted. Lizzy found with some bemusement that a party atmosphere reigned in the house.

Georgiana, far from being petulant, had come to life under the influence of Lydia and Harriet. Clearly she was suffering from a lack of society with girls her own age. Lydia was not the best influence, but she certainly helped keep Georgiana’s spirits up. If she was happy, Lizzy reasoned, she was less likely to elope with an unsuitable militia officer.

On that topic, a report came from Major Rockland. Wickham denied any knowledge of Georgiana’s journey to Brighton.

That much did not surprise Lizzy. From the beginning, she had suspected as much. Wickham would have gone to Georgiana, if he had planned the elopement. Her trip to Brighton made no sense if Gretna Green was their ultimate destination.

For a brief moment, Lizzy wondered if she had made a false assumption. It had been a year since the attachment between Wickham and Georgiana had ended. But what else could have drawn the girl to Brighton? No, Wickham had to be the reason.

Lizzy turned her thoughts to Charles Bingley. She had not anticipated seeing him again when she set out on this journey. Could she somehow encourage him to return to Netherfield? If he saw Jane again, surely he would fall back in love.

What would Darcy think about that? In his letter, he had not objected to a match between Jane and Bingley, per se. His concern had been that Jane had seemed indifferent. Darcy didn’t want his friend to be taken in by a fortune hunter.

But the fact was, Lizzy had never seen Jane so in love as she had been with Bingley. Her heart was still broken. Jane would have loved Bingley if he had been penniless.

Would Lizzy be better off focusing her energies on Darcy instead? If he and Lizzy were betrothed, then Jane and Bingley would be thrown together. With a wedding to plan, Darcy and Bingley might return to Netherfield...

Lizzy sighed. Was this now her frame of mind? Had she decided that marriage to Darcy was her goal? When had that happened?

Even before hearing Wickham’s lies, Lizzy had disliked Darcy. His behaviour had been aloof and sometimes arrogant. His offer of marriage did not negate that. Especially when he had made the offer in such an insulting manner.

She could not explain why her opinion had softened. The advantages of his person were difficult to overlook. Not to mention his fortune. Yet she had promised herself to marry only for love.

She did not love Darcy. But she now realized she could love him. And that made all the difference.

***
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AS THE DINNER HOUR approached, the group assembled in the salon outside the dining room. There, they awaited the arrival of the Bingley cousins. Darcy entered and drew in a breath when his gaze fell on Elizabeth.

Her pastel pink gown was of the finest muslin. Rose-coloured ribbons trimmed the lacy petticoat. When she turned to face him, the fashionable cut of the bodice demanded his attention.

The sight of her called to mind a ridiculous interlude at Netherfield. Caroline had invited Elizabeth to walk with her about the room. Caroline must have thought Darcy would find her tall, slender figure appealing—more so than Elizabeth’s voluptuous one. She could not have been more wrong. Darcy liked curves.

And tonight, Elizabeth’s gown showed hers to full advantage.

He imagined sliding a hand down her side, from her narrow waist to the fullness of her hip. His mouth grew dry, and a stirring in his loins warned him to remember his surroundings.

He berated himself for his unseemly thoughts. As he approached her, he forced himself to meet her eyes. Clearly, he could not stare at her whilst remaining relentlessly silent. That courtship technique had not proven effective at Rosings. If he wished to win her, he would have to be sociable.

Was that his plan? Only a blockhead would make her a second offer after having been so soundly refused.

Yet what had he done, in all the time he had known her, to make himself pleasing? He had assumed that because of the difference in their stations, she would not hesitate to accept him.

Blockhead indeed.

“Miss Bennet,” he greeted.

She gave him a smile and offered a gloved hand.

He pressed it, holding it longer than he should before he let it go. “You look...”

The word that came to mind was lickable. Obviously, he could not say that. But his brain could not produce a single decent adjective. Imagining how it would feel to touch her drove away all other thoughts.

She grinned, her eyes dancing. “Thank you. You look remarkably handsome, as usual.”

Her words stunned him into silence. Colonel Forster’s batman had offered to press his evening clothes, and Seth had helped him dress. So he looked presentable, at least. But for Elizabeth to praise his appearance... Certainly, she would not do that carelessly?

Before he could get out another word, the Bingley cousins arrived. Mr. Denny was with them. Lydia greeted the captain with a squeal of delight.

Charles startled upon seeing Elizabeth and her youngest sister. Darcy had mentioned only that some friends from Hertfordshire would attend. In hindsight, he ought to have better prepared his friend.

Charles bowed to Elizabeth. “Miss Bennet! What a surprise this is.” His affable manner seemed somewhat forced, as if his mind had not adjusted to the situation. His eyes scanned the room. With some hesitation, he asked, “Are all your family here in Brighton?”

“Just Lydia and myself.” She beamed at him, her bearing composed. “How good to see you again! It has been too long.”

“Indeed, it is above eight months. We have not met since the twenty-sixth of November, when we all danced together at Netherfield.”

Darcy’s memories of that night were bittersweet. It had been the only time he and Elizabeth danced together. He made a hash of it, but she was altogether delightful.

That was when he knew he was in danger of utterly losing his heart. And so, like a coward, he fled Netherfield for London.

What would have happened if he had remained? If he had courted her like a sensible man? He would not now be awash in agony. He might have won her, if he had tried.

“Are your other sisters all at Longbourn, then?” Charles asked Elizabeth, pulling Darcy from his reverie.

“They are,” Elizabeth said. “Jane spent the winter in London, as your sisters must have told you. She is back at home now.”

Darcy’s expression did not falter, though he felt her barb. He had conspired with Bingley’s sisters to keep Charles ignorant of Jane’s presence in London. Elizabeth knew the truth of the matter. He had confessed as much in his letter.

The expression in Charles’ features reflected his ignorance. His eyes went wide, but his surprise was soon pinched into a look of pain. “Miss Bennet was in London?”

“Yes, for three months,” Elizabeth replied. “She wrote to Miss Bingley, and called on her in Grosvenor Street. But I understand you were much engaged with Mr. Darcy at the time, and hardly ever saw your sisters.”

Charles scowled. “True enough.”

Elizabeth turned her gaze to Darcy. He expected to see disapprobation there. Instead, her eyes danced—as if this was a shared joke between her and Darcy. She was teasing him, he realized. Not rebuking him.

When dinner was announced, Elizabeth looked to Darcy to escort her. Denny offered his arm to Lydia, and Perry to Georgiana.

Darcy had expected Elizabeth to continue her conversation with Bingley. She must be hoping to turn his interest back to Jane. Yet she chose Darcy instead. This, despite how they had ended their acquaintance in the spring—with him abusing her entire family.

Had that been but three months ago? It seemed like a lifetime. Spending the season in London had felt like penance. He had tried to forget Elizabeth, and how he had humiliated himself. How full of conceit he had been, making her an offer without bothering to woo her first.

Yet no other woman could hold his interest. Daring widows, practiced flirts, innocents in their first season—none of them roused him the way Elizabeth had. Seeing her again was an excruciating reminder of what might have been, if he had tried to secure her heart.

Was it too late? Were her attentions to him meant as encouragement? Or was this merely an effort to mend fences after the dreadful way they had last parted?

He wished he could turn all his focus to Elizabeth. Unfortunately, he had to keep his sights on his sister.

Georgiana seemed pleased by Perry’s attentions, and he by hers. They spoke in low tones, as thick as two conspirators. Perry’s eyes were fixed on hers, and she was all smiles. In fact, if he were any more forward, Darcy would have to say something to him. But as it was, Perry’s demeanour was perfectly polite.

Darcy would be happier if they were a year or two older. But he might not need to turn Georgiana’s thoughts to marrying Perry. An innocent flirtation might suffice to put Wickham out of her mind.

As long as Perry was respectful, Darcy would be satisfied. And if, as time went on, Darcy could find a young earl’s heir for her, so much the better.

As the soup was served, Darcy endeavoured to show Elizabeth that he had learned to be more sociable. “Is your family well?” he asked.

“Yes, thank you. Things are much the same as when you left Netherfield last autumn. Kitty is disappointed we did not all come for a holiday in Brighton. And Jane is in rather dull spirits, though she denies it.”

At the sound of Jane’s name, Charles’ eyes turned towards them. But he caught himself and turned his attention back to Lydia. She seemed to be regaling him with a joke she and Harriet had played on one of the officers.

Darcy returned his gaze to Elizabeth. “Have you plans for a holiday elsewhere, if not in Brighton? It is the time of year for it.”

“I am travelling with my aunt and uncle to the Peak District. My aunt lived in Lambton for a time as a girl. She says it is the prettiest place in England.”

Unexpected joy bloomed in Darcy’s chest. He would welcome the opportunity to show his home to Elizabeth. “Lambton is but five miles from Pemberley. If your uncle sends me your itinerary, you could be my guests there.”

She gave him a wan smile. “I am afraid our itinerary is in question at the moment. My uncle has taken ill, and our trip has been delayed. In fact, when we travel back to London, I hope you can take me to visit my aunt and uncle. I can plan my return to Longbourn from there.”

Darcy drew his brows pensively. “I am sorry to hear of your uncle’s illness. I’ll be happy to see you safely to his home. But I hope you will not find it officious of me to insist on arranging your trip to Longbourn. It is the least I can do. You have done me a great service by making this journey with my sister.”

He expected Elizabeth to argue. For a moment, it looked as though she might. Then, she said. “Thank you. I accept your kind offer.”

As the soup was removed, Darcy turned to Mrs. Forster and offered her the boiled cod. He had had little cause to speak with her while in Hertfordshire. She was remarkably pretty, but now proved herself as frivolous a creature as he had ever met.

The more they spoke, the more alarmed he became. Disguising an officer in women’s clothing for a lark? Had Bennet actually allowed this woman to chaperone his sixteen-year-old daughter? In a town swarming with soldiers?

He looked over at Lydia. She was openly flirting with Denny, and he right back. He recalled what Perry had said about Denny breaking with Wickham. Could Lydia be the girl Denny was courting? And could Wickham be toying with her?

Darcy shouldn’t have let Wickham go about freely in Meryton society. Not without hinting the man was a scoundrel. That had been a miscalculation.

Darcy’s goal had been to protect Georgiana’s reputation. In doing so, he had put other young women at risk. Once he returned to London, he would write to Bennet to apprise him of Wickham’s character.

He sipped his wine, hoping to clear his mind.

For the next course, Darcy served Elizabeth the roast duckling. She said, “I hope Lady Matlock was not offended that I wrote to her.”

“Not at all. She is an eminently practical woman. I am sure she admires your ingenuity.”

“I confess, I was rather at a loss. I might have gotten the Hursts’ direction in Grosvenor Street from Jane. I did not wish to involve them if I could avoid it. Then I remembered you once mentioned that your uncle’s home was in Berkeley Square.”

“You did the right thing. To be honest, Miss Bennet, I am impressed that a young woman of your experience managed a scheme like this.”

“I have not yet decided whether I was intrepid to attempt it, or remarkably foolish.”

“Perhaps both?” he teased.

She grinned. “Perhaps. Those two qualities often go together.”

“You chose well in selecting Seth to accompany you. He’s a good man.”

“I would not have attempted it without him.” She looked over at Georgiana. “I hope your sister can forgive me. That is, if I ever have the opportunity to see her again.”

“You shall,” he insisted, “when you come north with your uncle and aunt. Have we not agreed to that?”

“I...” She hesitated a moment, and he feared he had been too forward.

Then, she said, “I confess, I would like to see Pemberley. My aunt has praised it as one of the most beautiful estates in Derbyshire. But I am more attracted by your fondness for it. You must miss it.”

“I do. I have not been there since September.”

Normally, he would have returned to Pemberley after visiting Lady Catherine at Rosings. But this year, he had needed the activity of the London season to distract him.

Of course, he could not say that to Elizabeth. Not for the sake of his own pride—but because he did not wish to sound as if he were rebuking her.

“Tell me what you love about Pemberley,” she said.

It was a difficult question to answer. “Pemberley is...where I belong. I hate the artifice of London ballrooms. The earth, the crops, the livestock—those are real. In the country, I’m connected to the rhythms of life.”

“That’s a lovely sentiment. Running a grand estate must be a great responsibility.”

“Yes, but...I don’t think about it in those terms. To me, it’s a joy. Caring for the land. Ensuring that the tenants have all they need to be productive and happy. It gives me purpose.”

“And dancing does not?” she teased.

“No.” He did not embellish the answer. He had little patience for the frivolities of society entertainments.

“A pity,” she said. “You’re a fine dancer.”

The compliment flustered him. Unsure how to reply, he said, “It’s expected of me.”

“Do you always do what’s expected?”

The question caught him off guard, leaving him temporarily untethered. At last, he said, “I endeavour to do what is right. To be a credit to my family. Beyond that, I place a greater weight on pleasing myself than on what others think. I trust my own judgment. Although it sometimes leads me astray, as you can well attest.” He gave her a wry smile.

Her cheeks flushed. “I can hardly fault you for that, given how disastrous my own judgment has proven recently.”

Their eyes met, and understanding flowed between them.

This thaw in their relationship buoyed his spirit. Dared he hope it might lead to more? It was all he could do to keep his wits about him. He wanted to kiss her, to touch her. How did a man carry on a coherent conversation when he was so besotted?

Yet somehow, he managed, mainly by following her lead. With some consternation, he came to a new realization. He did not simply love this woman to distraction. He liked her. He enjoyed her company above all things.

And yes, he still wanted her for his wife. Even if it meant making a fool of himself again. He would not go through life wondering what would have happened if he had but tried harder.

He had no concept of time passing when suddenly dessert was served. It seemed like mere moments later when the time came for the ladies to withdraw. As if waking from a dream, Darcy watched her go.

While the gentlemen drank their port, Perry taunted his cousin Denny about Lydia. The captain did not deny that he was courting her. Darcy took Colonel Forster aside to warn him that Wickham might also have designs on Lydia. Forster assured him that she would be protected from the scoundrel while under his care.

Darcy then struck up a conversation with Perry. The young man was lively and intelligent. While enamoured with racehorses, he otherwise demonstrated no vices.

Perry showed the same eager disposition that Charles had at that age. Darcy was sure Perry would mellow in time.

Darcy would invite the Bingley cousins to Pemberley while Elizabeth was in Derbyshire. And Jane Bennet as well. That would please Elizabeth.

He intended to spend the rest of his life pleasing her. He might as well start now.
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Chapter 6
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In the drawing room, Lizzy struggled to get her bearings. Had that just happened? Once she got Darcy talking, he was delightful. His normally aloof manner hid the truth: he was adorably shy. Sometimes, words simply escaped him. Yet for her, following his train of thought was the easiest thing in the world.

She scanned the room. Lydia and Georgiana sat on the couch, talking animatedly. It came as no surprise that Lydia would demand all of Georgiana’s attention. Just as well—Georgiana still seemed angry at Lizzy for her duplicity.

Not that Lizzy could blame her. Had she done the right thing? Should Lizzy have been honest with Georgiana?

Lizzy did not believe she had made the wrong choice. The girl had shown such abominable judgment, she might have bolted if she’d known the truth. Lizzy would have been irresponsible to risk it.

She engaged in conversation with Mrs. Forster, assessing the young matron. Harriet was vivacious and pretty. Yet she had neither the sense nor the maturity one would hope for in the wife of a militia officer.

Not that such a thing surprised Lizzy. In her parents, she had seen how a pretty face could overrule the judgment of the most level-headed man. At least during courtship.

Lizzy wondered if she ought to prolong her stay in Brighton, to observe Lydia’s situation. Yet Lizzy worried about her uncle, and wanted to be of use. She hoped the trip north would not be delayed further.

When the gentlemen joined the ladies, Lizzy fell into conversation with Colonel Fitzwilliam. They sat on a settee together. “Tell me,” she asked, “what have you been doing since we last saw each other in Kent?”

He gave her a soft smile. “The War Office keeps me busy. I have been wishing for an appointment to Wellington’s staff, but my father opposes it.”

His words felt like a punch to her chest. She liked the colonel, and did not want to think of him in the Peninsula. But that was not appropriate dinner party conversation, so she kept the mood light. “I cannot say I blame him. Are you not partaking of the pleasures of the London season?”

“I have been, for Darcy’s sake if not my own. He has been the dullest fellow in the world lately. None of the ladies at the various entertainments seem to have caught his eye. I suspect his affections lie elsewhere.”

Lizzy’s cheeks caught fire. How much did Colonel Fitzwilliam know? “I don’t know what Mr. Darcy told you—”

“He told me nothing. The rapidity with which he insisted we leave Kent—that said all I needed to know. Whatever the rift might have been between the two of you, I hope you can resolve it.”

Lizzy spoke carefully. “I bear him no ill will. I have since learned that my first impressions of him were mistaken. I am glad we have had this opportunity to put our quarrel behind us.”

He raised his brow. “So you did quarrel?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

Darcy approached them, scowling. She wished she could sink through the floor.

“Miss Bennet,” he said, sitting on a chair cattycorner to them. “I hope my cousin has said nothing to distress you.”

Lizzy’s throat went dry. She sipped her tea.

Colonel Fitzwilliam answered in her place. “I mentioned our sudden departure from Kent. That was the last time I had the pleasure of seeing her. I did not even get the chance to make my farewell.”

Darcy glowered. If he had possessed the power to set his cousin aflame with his eyes, that look would have immolated him.

“Yes. Well.” Darcy continued to glare a moment. Then, he said, “I had important business that called me back to London. As I recall, we did wait a considerable time for her to return from her walk. I hope, Miss Bennet, that you are not cross about that incivility?”

“Not at all. My feelings about that day can best be described as regret.”

“Mine as well.” His voice turned to gravel. “I regret a great many things about the way we parted.”

She swallowed down a knot in her throat. What did that mean? Did he regret proposing?

Surely he must. She had made a fool of him. How could any man wish to humble himself again, after such a devastating encounter?

Her eyes stung. She could not hold back tears for long. “I beg your pardon,” she said, and walked as briskly from the room as propriety allowed.

Footsteps followed. With his longer stride, Mr. Darcy soon caught up. Placing a hand on her elbow, he led her to the salon outside the dining room.

A single candle still burned. The servants were about, engaged in their duties. Darcy spoke in a low voice.

“Miss Bennet, I apologize for any distress you are feeling. I take full responsibility for the abominable way we parted in April. The fault is entirely my own.”

She started to speak, but he put up a hand to stop her.

“You were correct to point out my ungentlemanly behaviour. I should have approached you in the role of supplicant, with only praise on my lips. Even if your answer had been the same, at least I could have walked away knowing I had done all in my power. Instead I berate myself daily—hourly—for behaving in a manner repugnant to you.”

His declaration raised a storm of emotions in her chest. This was the man she had derided for his pride! She did not deserve such humility from him, when her own behaviour had been equally insulting.

He took out a handkerchief and handed it to her. “And now I have made you cry.”

“No.” She dried her tears. “I am ashamed of myself for so easily accepting the word of Mr. Wickham, and doubting your integrity. That is far worse than anything you have said or done.”

Her heart sank as she realized it was true. How could he forgive her?

***
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DARCY GAZED AT HER, a sense of wonder suffusing through him. Had her opinion of him changed? Did she esteem him at least a little?

The sweet vulnerability in her features disarmed him. He was accustomed to her teasing—to the wit she wore like armour. Seeing her like this, he was reminded of how young she truly was.

“I am to blame,” he said, his tone soft but urgent. “What choice did I leave you? Wickham befriended you. I held you aloof. I should have discreetly warned the neighbourhood of his character, but I did not. I considered it beneath me. I made no effort to refute his lies. Why should you not have believed him?”

Her eyes searched his face. He wished he could take her in his arms, kiss away the last traces of tears. She had never been more precious to him than she was in that moment.

The last three months were as nothing. Far from time releasing the grip she held on his heart, her power had only grown stronger. This woman was made for him—he could feel it in each bone and sinew. But how to convince her?

“Miss Bennet, when it comes to you, I have done everything wrong. Will you let me start again? To prove the sort of man I am?”

“I think...” She cleared her throat. “I think I would like that.”

An enormous burden fell away. He did not yet know how he would go about courting her, but he would not let her out of his life. Not this time.

He would hold a house party at Pemberley while she and her relations were in the north. Then, he would convince Bingley to return to Netherfield in the autumn. Or he would let Netherfield himself. Whatever it took to win her, he would do.

They returned to the drawing room, but the party broke up soon after. The travellers had a long day ahead of them on the morrow.

For Georgiana’s benefit, Darcy had conceded to a promenade along the waterfront. They would also visit the Royal Palace before heading back to London.

Elizabeth, who had never been to Brighton, agreed to the scheme. He could tell she wanted to experience some of the sights before they left. And he was happy to oblige her.

Mentally, he considered the logistics of the return trip. On the way back to London, he would go in the carriage with the ladies, while Richard went on horseback as he had come. The footman Seth would ride Darcy’s mount.

For the sleeping accommodations in the Forster’s lodgings, little choice was available. One spare room was large enough to accommodate Darcy and Richard. A small room could just fit Georgiana. Elizabeth would have to share with Lydia.

Colonel Forster had ordered a patrol to watch the house overnight. That would ensure Wickham stayed out, and Georgiana stayed in.

Yet this was not enough to make Darcy or his cousin easy. They decided to take turns waiting up to make sure Georgiana did not sneak out. Richard took the first shift watching in the parlour, in full view of the stairs and front door. Darcy, meanwhile, settled in for a few hours’ rest.
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Chapter 7
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Lizzy awoke to the sound of the clock striking four. Her attempts to relax and fall back into slumber proved fruitless. Sleep never reclaimed her.

Too soon, the light of dawn crept through the window. Might she tiptoe downstairs in search of a book?

It wouldn’t have to be an entertaining book. Anything that would calm her mind and quiet her thoughts would be fine. Her own books, unfortunately, were all packed at the bottom of her trunk. And heaven knew Lydia would not have a book about her.

On the bed next to Lizzy, her sister slept like the dead. The girl always had. She flitted about with wild bursts of energy all day, then collapsed at night.

Lizzy had set out her travelling clothes the evening before. She dressed quickly and silently. For the trip north, she had commissioned several gowns and stays that laced in front. She and her aunt would be sharing a maid, and Lizzy wished to dress with as little fuss as possible.

She gently closed the door behind her as she stepped out into the hall. Then, she stifled a cry as a tall, lanky figure arose before her. Hand to her heart, she whisper-shouted, “Seth! You nearly scared the life out of me.”

“Sorry, Miss Bennet,” he said with a hint of laughter in his tone. “I thought I’d sleep here in the hallway with my back resting against Miss Darcy’s door. That way, if she opened it, I’d be sure to wake up. Just in case.”

“Wake up with your head hitting the floor, you mean,” Lizzy teased. “That’s going above and beyond the call of duty.”

“Mr. Darcy was kind to my family during his stay at Netherfield. I wouldn’t want any harm to come to his sister.”

Lizzy wondered what Seth meant, but that conversation would have to wait for another time. “It’s morning now. The maid will be about soon. Go on upstairs and get some real rest.”

“Thank you. I will.” Seth bowed and headed for the staircase to the servant’s quarters.

Lizzy crept to the ground floor. She was startled again, this time by the sight of Darcy in the parlour, rising to his feet. “Good heavens,” she cried in low tones, “is anyone in this house sleeping?”

“I beg your pardon,” he said with a bow. “My cousin and I took shifts watching the front door. We wanted to ensure that no unauthorized person entered or exited overnight.”

She shook her head. Her cheeks warmed as she realized her hair was in a long braid over her shoulder. Her appearance in the dim light was in no way improper. But she ought to have piled her hair atop her head before coming downstairs.

She stepped into the room. “I was hoping to find a book that might help me get back to sleep.”

Darcy looked around. “I don’t recall seeing one in here.”

“With as much as the Forsters travel, I doubt they take a large collection of books with them.”

“No, probably not,” he replied.

She looked about the room but spied nothing. “Ah, well. Perhaps I ought to rise for the day, and nap on the journey to London.”

“Are you anxious about the trip?” he asked. “I could hire a maid to accompany us if that would make you more easy.”

The option surprised Lizzy. She appreciated the thought, but it was unnecessary. “Your sister will be chaperone enough. But thank you.”

“If you would like to spend a few days more here, I can make separate arrangements for you.”

“I considered that.” She tilted her head pensively. “In truth, I shall not be easy until I know my uncle is in no danger. My aunt will not want to worry me, so I must see for myself.”

“Do let me know as soon as possible how he fares. I’ll plan to be at Pemberley by the time you arrive in Derbyshire. You must give up any idea of staying in Lambton. You will be my guests.”

“Thank you,” she said with a grin. “I dare not argue, when you are so insistent.”

“I have only your comfort in mind.”

She looked at him slyly. “Only my comfort?”

He smiled sheepishly. “I admit, it will please me to have you in my home. Is that wrong?”

“Not at all. It will please me, too.”

He took a step closer. Her breath hitched. He was large and so very male—which might have intimidated her if she did not trust him completely.

“Seth said you were kind to his family while you stayed at Netherfield. What did he mean by that?”

A muscle in Darcy’s jaw twitched. “Bingley and I stopped in at the tavern one day while we were in Meryton. A couple of travellers were there—dressed like gentlemen, but not acting like them. They were half in their cups and harassing Seth’s sister. When she resisted, one of them grabbed her arm. He remarked on how much he could get for her at his plantation in the West Indies.”

Lizzy drew in a breath, her head going light. She and Miriam had grown up together. Miriam was a cheerful, hard-working, thoughtful young woman. It was shocking enough to imagine travellers manhandling her. But to make such a threat, even an idle one, was horrifying.

Darcy continued, “Bingley and I helped Seth and his father load the men into their coach. I invoked the Earl of Matlock’s name and said if I ever saw the two men in Meryton again, I’d horsewhip them.”

Lizzy sank onto the couch. This was so far out of her experience, her head was spinning. For the past two days, she had been thinking how dangerous it was to keep a girl like Georgiana sheltered. But clearly, Lizzy herself had been sheltered—if such things went on in her own town, and she had no idea of it.

Darcy sat beside her. “I beg your pardon. I should not have spoken so indelicately.”

“Please don’t apologize. I’m grateful for your honesty. I vaguely knew that serving women were sometimes accosted in such a way. And that even in England, people with African blood were at risk of being kidnapped. It never occurred to me that Miriam could be treated so abominably, and in a public place!”

“Unfortunately, no place is immune to such dastardly behaviour.”

“But what can be done?” she cried. “I would like to help, but I feel so powerless!”

“Miss Miriam is best able to answer that question. As a property holder, I’ve discovered the inadequacy of my own imagination. Whenever I must make a decision that affects my tenants, I can’t make a good one without talking to them first.”

Lizzy’s cheeks warmed. “Yes, of course.

“We have this concept of noblesse oblige. But the people at the top of the hierarchy know nothing about the lives of the people at the bottom. The most effective way I can make a difference is to ask people what they want, and then do my best to provide it.”

Wearing a wry smile, Lizzy gazed at him, then shook her head.

“What?” he asked. “Do you not believe me?”

“On the contrary. I cannot believe how absolutely I misjudged you. Six months ago, I would have been shocked to hear such words from you. I would have thought it some sort of jest. Mr. Darcy, speak to his tenants? Not just speak to them, but ask their opinions?”

“Did I seem as arrogant as all that?”

She eyed him warily. “Do you remember the night we met?”

“I remember being dreadfully uncomfortable, at a ball where I knew no one. Where every gossip in the place was staring at me and assessing me. Calculating my worth in pecuniary terms before we were even introduced.”

“Good heavens, were the ladies of Meryton as intimidating as that!”

“Tell me, Miss Bennet, did you not look at me and wonder what my income was?”

She placed a hand on his forearm. “I looked at you and wondered what it would be like to dance with a man so dashing and handsome. And then you most decidedly did not ask me to dance.”

“I was a blockhead.”

“You were. So you can understand why I mistook your behaviour for arrogance.” She felt a gentle tugging at her hair. She realized his arm was resting on top of the couch, and his fingers were absently playing with her braid. She was not even sure he was aware of it. And she had no desire to stop him.

The sun was fully risen now, its rays spilling through the windows. At any moment, a maid would come through the hallway with a pail of water to clean the front steps. She and Darcy had been sitting in the parlour for half an hour, her with her hair down, him with no jacket or cravat. In a novel, were they discovered thus, the circumstances would be sufficient to force them to wed. Yet Lizzy could not regret the indiscretion. The barriers between them were crumbling, and she craved the intimacy of it.

In fact, she craved much, much more.

He had implied last night that he wanted to court her. And she wanted to let him. Her mind drifted back to the first minutes after she saw him, to how her heart had leapt. That was the feeling he gave her now. That he could be her future. That anything was possible.

***
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DARCY COULD NOT TAKE his eyes from Elizabeth. She was looking at him as if she were starving and he were a delicious chocolate dessert. He imagined he was looking at her the same way.

He wanted to kiss her, to devour her, to draw her soft curves against his body and hold her there. And he had no one to blame but himself for the distance he was forced to keep from her.

If he had courted her properly when they first met, they might be married by now. He might have the right to sweep her into his arms and carry her to his bed.

What if he had asked her to dance that first night, as Bingley had prompted him to? Would he have discovered then how irresistible she was? Instead of fleeing Netherfield in November, would he have offered his hand?

Reliving those regrets served no point. She had given him a second chance. It was more than he deserved.

Good heavens, were his fingers in her hair? How long had he been jiggling her braid like that? He stood, realizing they could not remain like this. The temptation was too strong. They dared not risk discovery.

Looking about the room, he spotted a small book on the escritoire. He went and picked it up, finding it to be a volume of obscure verse. The thing was no bigger than his palm.

“Miss Bennet, this little book of poetry might help you sleep.”

She took the volume from him and paged through it. “Yes, you’re right. It seems quite...soporific.”

“High praise for any author.”

She smiled, as he’d hoped she would. Their eyes met, and something passed between them. Something he could only call desire.

But Elizabeth, circumspect as she was, gave a little curtsey and headed upstairs. Her absence left him bereft.

The house soon awoke, and breakfast was served at eight. Elizabeth was one of the last to descend. Darcy offered to fill her a plate. He had learned some of her likes and dislikes during her brief stay at Netherfield.

In retrospect, that was when he had started falling in love with her—though he did not recognize it at the time. Her devotion to Jane, who took ill while visiting Bingley’s sisters, showed her compassion. It also displayed her independent spirit. Something Caroline Bingley disdained, but Darcy admired.

Caroline adhered to the social niceties taught to her at a fashionable girls’ school. Elizabeth, by contrast, cared less about appearances—and more about true decency of character. She was guided by principles such as loyalty and kindness.

He realized, with some dismay, that Caroline would never have come to the aid of a young woman she met at a coaching inn. She would not have taken on the role of companion and accompanied her on a two-day journey. She certainly would not have written to a noblewoman she did not know, in order to reunite the girl with her family.

Her sense of propriety would not have allowed it.

To protect Georgiana, Elizabeth had set aside all thoughts of her own social standing. Appearances did not matter to Elizabeth. Georgiana’s wellbeing did.

In all the time he had known Elizabeth, he had not seen anything to reproach in her behaviour. Yet she seemed driven not by arbitrary social rules, but by a clear understanding of right and wrong.

The woman was kind and lovely, yet fierce. He could not imagine a more perfect mate to join him in managing Pemberley.

Hundreds—perhaps thousands—of people depended on the estate for their livelihood.

With Elizabeth, he would not have to bear the burdens of that responsibility alone.

He could rely on her character. She would offer him sage and compassionate advice. Meanwhile, he could count on a woman like Caroline to plan excellent parties.

He set a plate of eggs, plum cake, and two slices of bacon in front of Elizabeth. Her face lit up as she thanked him. He sat by her side and finished his coffee as she ate.

“Will your sister travel with you to Pemberley for the house party?” she asked.

As Georgiana was in the parlour with the other ladies, Darcy spoke freely. “I’ll discuss the matter with Lady Matlock. With four daughters, she has more experience than I at raising adolescent girls.”

Elizabeth nodded. “Every girl is different, though. When Lydia left for Brighton, my mother told her to take every opportunity to have fun. Which would have been excellent advice for my sister Mary. But it was unnecessary for Lydia. I have never known her to miss opportunities for fun.”

Darcy tried to hold back a laugh, but to no avail. Fortunately, Lizzy joined him. He would not have wished to insult her. Yet the situation was absurd.

Finally, he said, “I want Georgiana’s life to be as happy as possible. Her education and her living circumstances have been designed towards that end. Yes, I wish her to edify her mind and to develop a strong moral character. But I also want to fill her days with music and art and whatever gives her pleasure. I cannot understand where I went wrong.”

Elizabeth gave him a coy smile. “Miss Darcy falls in age between my sisters Lydia and Kitty. Do you recall how they spent their days while you were at Netherfield?”

His mouth went dry. He recalled perfectly. With their mother’s approval, they spent their days pursuing the officers of the _____shire militia.

“Yes. But you’re not suggesting—” He closed his mouth, his mind unable to pursue the thought any further.

“I’m suggesting that girls that age need a healthy outlet for their romantic tendencies. Mrs. Annesley may have provided that, before her mother took ill. A chance to speak with one or two young men of the village after church might be enough. I can imagine your sister rebelling, if Mrs. Ellsworth forbade such interactions.”

A headache formed at the base of his skull, the muscles in his neck tightening. “Yes, I see.”

“It does not have to be a dangerous thing. It only has to be channelled in the proper direction. One cannot expect a girl’s moral character to utterly override her animal nature. It is one thing to ask her to behave with decorum. It is quite another to ask her to pretend that her natural impulses do not exist.”

Her frankness left him speechless. To acknowledge that single young women had carnal desires! But of course they did. That she felt comfortable discussing such a topic with him could only be a sign of trust.

Finally, he asked, “Do you think I should let Georgiana come out?”

“I think it is imperative. She need not make her curtsey to the queen yet. Perhaps attend an afternoon musicale in London, a country dance in Derbyshire. All strictly chaperoned, of course.”

Darcy nodded. “I can agree to that.”

“Then next season, she can make her formal London debut. Not to find a husband, but to attend some parties here and there. The following year, once she is eighteen, she might be ready for marriage. Certainly more so than she is now.”

He let out a strangled growl. He hated the idea of Georgiana marrying so young. Her behaviour over the past few days had been that of a child, not an adult woman.

Elizabeth set a steadying hand on his arm. “Right now, she wants to dance. She wants men to look at her and tell her she’s beautiful. She’s already experienced that with Mr. Wickham. Is it any wonder she wants to experience it again?”

He nodded pensively. “I had not considered that. I only wanted to protect her...” He broke off, taking a moment to get hold of his emotions. He had been looking at the situation as a brother. Getting the perspective of a clever young woman helped him see it anew.

“You will figure it out,” Elizabeth said. “And if I can do anything... Well, I suppose she doesn’t trust me much right now. But perhaps, if she is at the house party, I can make some inroads.”

“I hope so. She will have to spend time earning back trust as well.”

Richard entered, riding crop in hand. “Well, I am off. No point in my travelling with the carriage. I can make better time on my own. I assume you have everything under control here, Darcy?”

He nodded. “Yes, we should be fine. I’ll call on your mother when we return to London.”

“Good. I’ll see you then.”

“Colonel,” Elizabeth said, rising, “I wonder if you could make a small detour to Hunsford Cottage. I have a letter here for Mrs. Collins. I asked her to contact Lady Catherine about Miss Darcy's situation, if she didn’t hear from me after three days. I didn’t know whether Lady Matlock was in London, you see—”

“No, of course, you did the right thing,” Richard said. “That was fine thinking on your part. It is worth an extra hour’s ride to keep this business from reaching Lady Catherine’s ears. Although I suppose I had better call on my aunt as well while I’m there. She would not like to learn that I was in the area and did not pay my respects.”

“Oh dear,” Elizabeth said. “I am sorry. I don’t mean for you to go to so much trouble on my behalf.”

“Not on your behalf, Miss Bennet. On my fair cousin’s. I am her co-guardian, after all. You have gone out of your way to help my family, and I’m grateful.”

Elizabeth beamed at him. “It has been my pleasure.”

He took her hands and pressed them. “I hope I’ll have the pleasure of seeing you again very soon.”

“I hope the same.”

A twinge of jealousy burned through Darcy at the exchange. He was aware of the appeal Richard held for the ladies. The dashing son of an earl, with a hint of the rogue—yet impeccably mannered and perfectly respectable.

Naturally, Darcy hoped Richard and Elizabeth would become fast friends. But he would not let another man lure her away—not when he was so close to making her his own.

Richard took his leave. Elizabeth turned back to Darcy and bestowed one of her bright smiles on him. The look calmed some of the disquiet in his chest. Nothing in the world was as beautiful as her smile.

Their eyes met, and the air grew thick between them. At last, she said, “I suppose we had better be on our way as well. I would like to call on my uncle and aunt in London this evening before the hour grows too late.”

“Of course.”

The ladies readied themselves for their Brighton outing and the journey to follow. Darcy, meanwhile, went to check that all the bags had been packed onto the hired carriage. Thoughts of Elizabeth intruded as he contemplated the path ahead.

Soon this blasted business would be over. Georgiana would be ensconced at Pemberley—if he could trust her not to cause any more trouble.

Then, he would have a house party to plan, and a woman to entice into marriage.
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Chapter 8
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Lizzy smiled as Darcy helped her into the carriage, followed by Georgiana. He sat on the bench opposite them, his back to the horses.

Seth was about to close the door when Georgiana said, “Oh dear, I’ve forgotten the reticule Miss Lydia lent me. I’m sorry, brother—I’ll be but a moment.”

Seth helped her out, and she rushed back into the house.

Lizzy and Darcy sat in the coach with the door open, waiting for Georgiana to return. Silence passed between them. There were so many things Lizzy wanted to say, but could not. Not in Seth’s hearing, and with Lydia and the Forsters gathered by the front door to see them off.

At last Darcy spoke. “I hate to be indelicate. But you must let your father know what this journey has cost you, that I might reimburse him.”

The trip had, in fact, been quite dear. She had been expecting to recoup the funds from Darcy, and had spared no expense. Yet she felt she must at least try to demure. “That is not necessary. My father is always happy to help a neighbour.”

Darcy’s brow knitted. He opened his mouth as if to object. But a shout interrupted him.

Outside the window, Seth raced across the street towards a curricle. It came to a stop as another vehicle crossed in front of it—just long enough for Lizzy to see that Georgiana was the passenger, and Perry Bingley the driver.

What on earth? Georgiana must have left the house through the back door. Had she made other arrangements for the return trip, which Elizabeth didn’t know about?

As the curricle got underway again, Seth jumped into the tiger’s box. Lizzy watched in astonishment a moment. Then, the realization came to her.

Georgiana had not come to Brighton for Wickham at all. She had come for Perry Bingley.

Darcy must stop them at once, or Georgiana would be ruined. Lizzy had a split second to decide whether to stay in the carriage.

If she stayed, she could be ruined herself.

She closed the door and banged on the ceiling. The coachman urged the horses into motion.

“Follow that curricle,” Darcy called to the man, violence in his tone. “There’s ten guineas in it for you if we catch them.”

Darcy came and sat next to Lizzy, presumably so he could face forward and watch their progress. Caged fury played on his features.

She could not help being aware of him, of his bergamot scent. But such thoughts would have to wait for a more opportune moment.

As they wound through the streets, Perry’s lighter vehicle had the advantage. She and Darcy were just able to keep the fleeing couple in sight—until they reached the open road. Then, Perry sprang the horses and disappeared from view.

“Surely we will catch up,” Lizzy said, “as long as the curricle stays on the main road. They will have to stop and change horses at some point.”

“Yes,” Darcy said thoughtfully. He did not sound encouraged.

“This was not a very well-planned scheme,” she continued, thinking aloud. “For young Mr. Bingley to take her out from under your nose! Would it not have been more sensible for them to elope overnight?”

“She was too well guarded.”

Lizzy remembered Seth sleeping in front of Georgiana’s door, and Darcy waiting up in the parlour. “I suppose that’s true. Still, it was a foolish risk to take, running off in broad daylight.”

“Perry expressed no small bit of confidence in the speed of his curricle. And when you consider the time we will lose stopping at every coaching inn along the way...” Darcy lapsed into silence again.

The long expanse of open highway gave Lizzy a moment to breathe—to consider her current situation. She had taken a desperate chance, riding with Darcy alone in a closed carriage.

“Is that bonnet necessary?” Darcy asked suddenly.

“What?” she replied in confusion.

“Your bonnet. You’ve no need of it inside the carriage, do you? I can barely see your face.”

“I...” She stared a moment. “No, you’re right.”

Before she could let out another word, he untied the ribbon and tossed the hat onto the facing seat.

“Much better.” Voice intense, he said, “There is something I must say to you. My honour demands it.”

She froze, unsure she was ready to hear more. Then, he took her hand, and the warmth of it suffused her.

“You must know the rumours that might arise from our travelling like this together. I shall do everything in my power to protect your reputation—”

“As long as we reach London by nightfall, all should be well. You can deliver me into the care of my aunt and uncle.”

And yet she knew that might not suffice. Despite Lydia’s friendship—Harriet Forster was not one to resist spreading a delectable morsel of gossip.

“Should anything untoward occur,” he said, “you can of course rely on the protection of my name.”

Her mind whirled. Was that what she wanted? Everything was happening so fast. Yet she had known that might be the outcome if she remained in the carriage with him.

It had all been the work of a moment. There had not been time to think. Perhaps her heart had known what her mind did not.

She dared not speak. She hardly knew what to say. Fortunately, Darcy did.

He caressed the back of her hand with his thumb. “Three months ago, you said I was the last man in the world you could be prevailed on to marry. If your feelings have not changed, one word from you will silence me on this subject for ever.”

Her mouth grew dry, and swallowing did not soothe her parched throat. She licked her lips and forced out the words. “My feelings have changed entirely.”

Relief surged through her at the admission. Yet she could not meet his eyes as she continued, “I believe you are the only man in the world I could be prevailed on to marry.”

She looked up to see him gazing at her with rounded eyes. Then, he cupped her cheek in his palm. She leaned into the touch, her body vibrating with want.

Without preamble, he said, “If you take down your hair, can you reassemble it on your own?”

Lizzy gaped at him. “My hair?” What was he on about?

Well, it was clear what he was on about. They were alone together. They had left the city. Lizzy could remain distant, but what would be the point? She might already be ruined without Darcy’s protection. How far would she let things go between them?

“Well, I suppose I could redo my hair,” she said. “I styled it myself this morning, as we had but one maid for four ladies.”

Without so much as a by-your-leave, he began pulling out the pins.

She giggled. “Of course, when I did my hair this morning, I had the benefit of a mirror. And my pins were not scattered across the floor.”

Her long tresses tumbled down over her shoulders. He ran his fingers through the mass of curls, and she luxuriated in the moment. The intimacy between them felt so perfect, so right. As their eyes met, she ached for his kiss.

Would she allow herself to be compromised in a carriage? No, that was the wrong question. She had risked compromise the moment she had shut the door. Would she let herself be seduced?

That was madness. They were chasing after his sister. They could not let themselves get distracted.

She gazed out the window. All she could see was unrelenting countryside. What if Perry took a side road to evade detection?

Darcy continued to stroke her dark locks. “When we are married, and we are alone like this, I shall forbid you to put your hair up.”

She turned back to him, her brows arched. “Perhaps I should reconsider. Why would I marry a man who would forbid me anything?”

He slid an arm around her waist and drew her against him. “To avoid a scandal.”

Narrowing her eyes, she said, “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you.”

“Of course not.” He pressed his lips to her temple. “Perhaps a little.”

Dipping his head, he kissed the crook of her neck. A wave of desire rushed over her, more powerful than anything she had experienced before.

“Darcy, we mustn’t do this. Think of your sister.”

He sat back. “At the moment, we can do nothing for her. So I’m thinking of you.” He traced her lips with a finger. “Let me hear the words. Say you’re mine.”

She met his dark eyes and saw the longing there. As if his very happiness depended on her. When else had she affected someone so deeply? When else had anyone made himself so vulnerable to her?

It seemed impossible that so powerful a man—one who oversaw the wellbeing of hundreds of families—wanted her for his partner in life. Looked to her to oversee his wellbeing. And yet the truth of it was written in his imploring expression.

In the end, the answer came easily to her. “Of course I’m yours.”

For a brief moment, dread crept through her. What if this was all a trick? If he had wanted revenge for the cruel way she had denied his suit in April, she had handed it to him.

Without a formal betrothal, her reputation would be in tatters. She had allowed him liberties. She had told him she belonged to him.

Had her experience with Wickham taught her nothing? She had been utterly taken in by a scoundrel. Could the same thing be happening again?

No, she did not believe that. Darcy was a good man. He did not aggrandize himself to the detriment of others, as Wickham had. Quite the opposite.

He listened to his tenants and followed their advice. He had helped Miriam, a tavern-keeper’s daughter, for no reason other than common decency. He treated others with dignity, regardless of their social station.

Still, Lizzy had to put a stop to whatever was happening between her and Darcy. Before it got out of hand. She desired him, and he clearly desired her. If she let things go any further, her resolve might not be strong enough.

She slid towards the window, putting space between them. “Let us focus on finding your sister and Perry Bingley.”

He hesitated a moment, turning serious. “As you wish. But first, let us settle the matter between us definitively.”

She wanted to protest. Her mind was not prepared. Yet every other part of her was screaming in assent.

“By now,” he said, “you must know the dearest hope of my heart. My affections and wishes of last April are unchanged. My love and admiration have only grown since then. Will you do me the profound honour of becoming my wife?”

Tears sprang to her eyes. This time, her own handkerchief was at the ready. She swallowed down the emotion in her throat.

“I am not the same woman I was three months ago.” Her cheeks warmed and her throat grew tight. “Now I am the one who must be ashamed of what my feelings have been. I misjudged you—wilfully so. You are the finest man I know.”

Giving her a boyish grin, he clutched her hands. “Is that a yes?”

She laughed, more to break the tension than out of any humour. “Yes!” She interwove her fingers with his.

He lifted her hand to his lips. Heat rushed through her. She watched him intently, and their eyes met.

“May I kiss you?” he asked.

Her stomach fluttered. She wanted this, desperately. How fast her life had changed!

“Yes,” she said on a breath. At least, she thought she said it, but her head was so light, she could not be sure of anything. Except that he was drawing her close, his hand on her nape. She must have said it, for the next moment, his mouth was on hers.

This was not what she had expected a kiss to be. The gentle glide of lips was there—but this was so much more. This was raw need, heady and consuming.

Darcy was respectful—of course he was—but this was a claiming. They belonged to each other now. His lips devoured, his tongue tangled with hers in an unbridled exploration. She revelled in the taste of him, meeting him kiss for kiss, nip for nip.

She could not get close enough. Not in a moving carriage, with all these clothes between them. Her greedy hands wanted to explore the hard planes of his body, the smooth feel of his skin.

Tingles ran through her veins, and her most secret places ached. No wonder women risked their place in society for love.

She ran her hand up his chest, his waistcoat smooth satin on her skin. What blockhead had invented cravats? Her lips should be there, on the tender flesh of his neck. Instead, a useless scrap of linen was in her way.

She had not known this wanton creature lived inside her. In Darcy’s arms, she could finally be herself, without restraint. With his hands in her hair and his lips on her lips, how could she bear to let go?

***
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HEAVEN. This was heaven. He’d known it would be. The touch of her, the delectable taste—she was everything he had dreamed of and more.

Her hair was silk in his fingers, the skin at her nape like rose petals. Her mouth, so sweet and eager, met his without reservation. How soon could they marry? Today? Tomorrow? He would bring her father to London and get a special license with all haste.

The more his desire rose, the more he knew they must stop. They dared not lose control.

They were so close to losing control.

And he wanted to lose control.

But not here, in a carriage, with Georgiana’s reputation at risk.

Save his sister first. Then ravage his fiancée.

With great reluctance, he pulled away, stroking her cheek as he did so. “My sweet Elizabeth. That was...”

“Yes,” she said coyly. “It was.”

He smiled. When was the last time he had smiled so much? He had not thought of himself as an unhappy person. With Elizabeth, he felt a lightness that had been unknown to him before.

Such emotions could easily sweep him away. But in these dire circumstances, he must keep his focus.

“It will be time to change horses soon,” he said.

She nodded. “Do you think they will stay on the main road?” Her tone matched his own, all business again. Yet their hands remained intertwined.

He pondered the question. “Hard to say. That’s where most of the coaching inns are. They might have time to get back on their way before we catch up with them.”

“When I hired this carriage,” Elizabeth said drolly, “I did not expect to be chasing a curricle to Gretna Green. Otherwise I might have prioritized speed over comfort.”

“I doubt either of them has thought this through,” he replied. “I hope they’ll come to their senses by the time they reach London, and we can put this business behind us.”

She pursed her lips. “I’m grateful to Seth for his quick thinking. It’s not the same as having a chaperone, but they’re not unaccompanied. And they’re in an open carriage.”

“If she must marry, she could do worse. If young Bingley wants her dowry, then he’ll sign whatever marriage contract I put in front of him. I’ll insist they live with me until she’s at least eighteen. He’ll learn what’s expected of him before I place her in his care.”

“I’ve no doubt you can terrify him into doing your bidding,” she teased. “You probably do with most people.”

He chuckled. “You’ve never seemed afraid of me.”

“You’ve never given me reason to be.”

That sentiment reassured him. “Perhaps I should have taken a more menacing demeanour with Georgiana,” he joked.

“Oh, I doubt that would have helped,” Elizabeth replied. “It would only have given her more reason to run away. Sixteen is a difficult age. Her rebellion might have had nothing to do with you.”

He reflected on her words a moment. Despite his worry, they gave him comfort. He’d always blamed himself, wondering what he had done to drive Georgiana into Wickham’s arms.

Now, he looked at the situation with new eyes. “She was six when we lost our mother, eleven when we lost our father. As difficult as it was for me, at least I was an adult. I suspect she feels...lost. Abandoned. Can a six year old understand that her mother would not willingly have left her?”

Elizabeth seemed to ponder the question. “It must have been confusing for her, even if she did understand. For five years, you’ve been mother, father, and brother to her. That’s more than any one person can do.”

“At least she did not run off with Wickham.”

Elizabeth smiled. “I suppose that’s why you’re relatively calm about this. For the past year, you’ve been haunted by what might have happened if you hadn’t discovered their scheme. Compared to that, this is nothing.”

Darcy let out a mirthless laugh. “Oh, it is something. And young Bingley will marry her, on my terms.”

“Are you certain that is the best course?”

“Unless I want to risk her elopements becoming an annual event. I can’t control her without turning into an ogre. I don’t have it in me to do that to her.”

“You’re a good brother.”

“I suspect I’m a better brother than I am a guardian. I thought I was doing the right thing. She seemed content with Mrs. Annesley as her companion. Something changed when Georgiana went to stay with my aunt. And I shall find out what that is.”

He looked out the window to get his bearings. He recognized the area. They were coming near a small town with several coaching inns. Which one would Perry have chosen to change horses?

“Stop!” Elizabeth cried. She pounded on the ceiling with Darcy’s walking stick.

“Do you see something?” he asked.

“There, in that tree.”

He looked out her window and saw something red waving from a tree branch by a fork in the road.

“That’s Seth’s cap,” she explained.

He gazed at it a moment longer. “So it is.” He instructed the driver to take the side road. “There is an inn about a mile or two this way. I’ve stayed there with Bingley—that is, with Charles. He may have taken his cousin there from time to time as well.”

“What will you do if we find them?” Elizabeth asked.

Darcy’s jaw clenched. He had no idea.
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Chapter 9
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Lizzy forced an air of calm about her. Arm in arm, she and Darcy strolled into the tavern. “Follow my lead,” Darcy said in her ear.

They had spotted the curricle in the inn yard. Unless Perry had hired a new conveyance, Georgiana must be inside.

It didn’t take long to spot them. Seth was on his feet next to a table, speaking in an insistent tone. “I shall not attend to the horses, because I am not your groom. I was hired to protect Miss Darcy.”

“Look, man, I don’t know what Darcy is paying you—”

“Don’t insult me. I’ll not change my loyalties.”

“Thank you, Seth,” Darcy said in an icy tone. The group started. “You’re a good man.” His gaze moved to Perry. “Young Bingley, however, has yet to prove his worth.”

Perry rose, nearly knocking over his chair. “Darcy. Th-this is not what it appears. I intend to marry her.”

The her in question, still sitting placidly at the table, eyed her brother defiantly.

Darcy summoned the innkeeper, asking for ale and a cold collation to be served in a private room. Lizzy gave Seth a few coins to go to the nearby hat-maker to replace his lost cap.

Once they were alone, door closed behind them, Darcy asked Perry, “How are you with pistols?”

The younger man eyed him in confusion. “I...I’m a fair shot.”

“Then pistols are your best option. I doubt you can best me at swords. I am as fine a fencer as anyone at Angelo’s, except the man himself.”

“I don’t...” Perry’s complexion took on a greyish hue. “I don’t understand.”

Lizzy fought to suppress a laugh. Darcy looked every inch an arrogant aristocrat, and cold as a lake iced over in winter.

Darcy raised a brow. “You don’t think you can kidnap a man’s sister without meeting him on a field of honour? Since I’m the one who will issue the challenge, you will have the right to choose the weapon. I recommend pistols, as choosing swords would mean almost certain death. I want to at least give you a sporting chance.”

Georgiana rose with a swish of her skirts. “Oh, Will, stop this nonsense.”

“I hope, little miss, you enjoyed today’s outing in an open carriage. It will be the last you see of sunshine for quite some time. I shall lock you in your room until your eighteenth birthday, at which time I shall marry you to the man of my choosing.”

Georgiana’s haughty expression did not falter. “You cannot force me to marry. It is against the law.”

Darcy persisted. “Let me make something clear to you. You are penniless. I feed and house and clothe you. Richard and I control your allowance and your dowry. You shall do as I say, or I shall cast you out.”

Georgiana rolled her eyes. “You would not,” she insisted.

“Why shouldn’t I? You’ve proven yourself wilful, disobedient, and untrustworthy. You are a danger to yourself, and a disgrace to your name.”

“Will!” Her voice was barely audible. Her lower lip began to tremble.

As her tears flowed, Darcy took his sister into his arms. “Now, now my dear, you mustn’t cry. Your suite at Pemberley is quite fine, after all. And if you’re good for six months, I’ll let you take a turn in the garden from time to time.”

She punched his arm. “Don’t be such an ogre.”

He gave her a smile. “What do you recommend I do?”

“Perry and I want to marry.”

“Why?”

The question seemed to catch Georgiana off guard. She scowled. “Because we’re in love, of course.”

He gave her a level look. “A year ago you fancied yourself in love with Wickham.”

She gasped, holding a delicate hand in front of her mouth. “Fitzwilliam Darcy, how could you?”

He raised his brows. “How could I what? Tell Perry he’s not the first man to catch your fancy? I doubt very much you’re the first girl to catch his. What makes the two of you think you’re in love?”

Perry stepped forward. “I have never cared for anyone as I do for Georgiana.” At her brother’s glare, Perry amended himself, “That is, Miss Darcy.”

Darcy glared. “You are all of one-and-twenty, and she but sixteen.”

“I am financially independent. My income is four thousand a year. She shall have the best of everything.”

Darcy turned to his fiancée. “What think you, Elizabeth?”

In a calm tone, Lizzy said, “I think you should shoot him. Not on a duelling field—you would not wish to flee the country. Instead, it could be set up to look like a hunting accident.”

Georgiana scowled. “What has she to do with this?”

“Forgive me,” Darcy said. “In all the commotion, I forgot to tell you. Miss Bennet and I are engaged.”

The blood drained from Georgiana’s face. “How can you do that? Have you forgotten how she deceived me?”

“To protect you from danger,” Darcy reminded her. “To save you from your own foolishness.”

Georgiana turned from her brother.

“And what about you, Perry?” Darcy asked. “Did you know Georgiana was travelling to Brighton by post?”

“Of course not,” the young man countered. “When she first suggested it, I wrote back that under no circumstances was she to undertake such a journey.”

Darcy straightened, the ice returning to his expression. “So you have been corresponding?”

Perry looked sheepish. In a quivering tone, he said, “Yes. After Miss Darcy left London for Bedfordshire, we began writing. I know it is not the done thing—”

“No, it is not,” Darcy said. “Not without an engagement. Do you realize you put her reputation at stake? When a man truly loves a woman, he does not expose her to such risk.”

Perry coloured. “You’re right. I have behaved abominably. But I want to do right by her. With your permission, we can be married by special license. That will prevent a scandal.”

“If I allow the two of you to marry,” Darcy said, “and I’m not saying I shall. But if I do, you will marry on my terms. And you will live under the supervision of myself and my wife until Georgiana turns eighteen. Is that clear?”

“Yes,” Perry said, brightening. “Whatever you wish.”

“Are you quite certain?” Lizzy asked. “What if he withholds her dowry? Would you be so eager to marry? Your income is quite sufficient, after all. Meanwhile, I have four unmarried sisters. Thirty thousand pounds, split four ways, would enhance their prospects nicely.”

“A fine idea,” Darcy replied.

“I don’t care about Miss Darcy’s dowry,” Perry insisted, outrage in his features. “I care about her.”

“Will!” Georgiana cried. “You cannot mean to disregard my parents’ wishes in such a manner. My dowry may be under your control, but my parents intended it for me.”

“They also intended for you to obey your guardians and wait to marry until after you came out at eighteen.”

She shook her head. “Why are you being so hateful?”

“You have been astonishingly reckless,” Darcy accused. “Do you realize how lucky you are that Perry’s intentions are honourable? Another man might have been very happy to seduce and abandon you.”

Georgiana lifted her chin. “I trust Perry.”

“You trusted Wickham.”

Hands on hips, she eyed him scornfully. “Will you never let that go?”

Lizzy scoffed. She couldn’t help it.

“Not until you show that you’ve learned from your mistakes,” Darcy said. “Instead, you’re repeating them. If Elizabeth hadn’t taken you under her wing on the road, I shudder to think what might have happened to you.”

A knock came at the door, and a pair of servers brought the refreshments. The tenor of the room remained tense as the staff went about their business in silence. Once they departed, however, the group focused on the food, and the mood gradually calmed.

Lizzy didn't know what Darcy would ultimately decide about allowing Georgiana to marry. There were no good choices. It was a question of how to best mitigate disaster.

But she knew one thing for certain. She would be by his side, supporting him, come what may.

***
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DARCY FOUND LITTLE enjoyment in the sumptuous spread of cold meats, cheeses, bread, and fruit. He felt a failure as a brother and a guardian. At least he had put some fear into Perry, and a bit into Georgiana as well.

Had he been too tolerant over the years? He didn’t think he had spoiled Georgiana. Perhaps it was as Elizabeth had said. Sixteen was a rebellious age. His sister wanted to make her own decisions.

He would speak to Lady Matlock before reaching any conclusions. She was the best person to advise him in this situation.

But he must also make sure Elizabeth agreed to any plans he made. After all, she would be affected, once they married.

“Tell me, Georgiana,” Elizabeth said, “how far along are you with your schooling? I assume you have learned to keep household accounts.”

“Oh, yes! When I’m at Pemberley or in London, I meet with the housekeeper every morning, with Mrs. Annesley there to guide me.” She wrinkled her nose. “My aunt Ellsworth, though, did not want me meddling in her affairs, as she put it.”

Darcy pinched his lips together. “I’m sorry she saw things that way. If she did not wish you to join her in meeting with the housekeeper, that was of course her prerogative. But I wish she had not characterized it as meddling.”

“She didn’t like me joining in any adult activities. I was not welcome during visits from her friends. She expected me to remain in the schoolroom—except when I went out with a maid for my morning constitutional.”

Darcy frowned. “Why did you tell me none of this?”

“She insisted on reading the letters I sent you before she would post them.”

Fury rose in Darcy’s chest. But then, he remembered her clandestine correspondence. “You managed to get letters to Perry without her interference.”

“She did not know I was sending those letters, so she could not make me show them to her.”

“So rather than send a secret letter, to let me know how unhappy you were, you decided to elope with Perry instead.”

She gave him a one-shouldered shrug but did not meet his eye.

“Georgiana,” he pleaded, “if you are not honest with me, I cannot help you. You mean more to me than my own life. How could you think I would want you to stay there, even if you were miserable?”

“I am nothing but a nuisance to you.”

A flush of rage heated his face. What reason had he ever given her to believe that?

Elizabeth placed a hand on Georgiana’s arm. “Your brother is devoted to you. When he speaks of you, it is with the deepest affection. His best intentions may not always have had the results you would like. But he would do anything for you.”

“Then why does he keep sending me away?”

Her words slashed at him like a dagger’s blade. He said, “I was trying to provide you with the best situation, the best education for a girl of your station. I would have been pleased for you to stay with me in London while Mrs. Annesley was caring for her mother. You didn’t ask. I thought you would be happier in the country, where the air is cleaner.”

“I thought I would enjoy it, too. Aunt Ellsworth has always been kind. I didn’t expect her to treat me like a child.”

“Nor did I. I should have been more explicit with her. But did you really believe that eloping was the best solution?”

Georgiana drew in her shoulders. “I thought you would be happy to be relieved of your troublesome sister. And Perry is a gentleman with an independent fortune. You have always spoken highly of him.”

Darcy turned to Perry. “Is this how she convinced you to go along with her scheme? By telling you that I would be happily rid of her?”

Perry seemed to give that some thought. “Not exactly. I said I wished she were older—that I wanted to marry her. And she said you were too busy with your bachelor life to concern yourself much with your sister.”

Darcy held back a roar. “And you believed that?”

“I cared only for her happiness, and I could see she was unhappy.”

Darcy felt unmoored. His sister’s perceptions were incomprehensible. He had not enforced his will on her. He had consulted her, and done what he thought best for her happiness.

While his mind reeled, Elizabeth spoke. “The two of you sought out a long-term solution to a short-term problem. The only remedy to marriage is death. And you pursued it under the most reckless and inauspicious circumstances. That is not to say you cannot be happy together. But you have chosen a difficult path.”

“I love her,” Perry declared. “I don’t fear the challenges of marriage.”

“Well,” Darcy said, “we shall not settle this here. We will speak to Lady Matlock tonight, and wait to see what rumours arise. Then we shall make a final decision about a wedding or engagement or formal courtship. I am most displeased—but the situation is not irredeemable.”

They readied to get underway again. Elizabeth explained the arrangements she and Darcy had agreed to. “Georgiana, you will ride with your brother and me. Mr. Bingley, you will allow Seth to ride beside you in the curricle, rather than in the tiger’s box. He has done a great service in protecting Miss Darcy’s reputation today.”

“Of course,” Perry said, looking chagrined.

Darcy was not looking forward to the conversation with his aunt. But he was glad to have Elizabeth by his side.
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In her spacious drawing room, Lady Matlock presided over the assembled guests: Lizzy, Darcy, Georgiana, and Perry. Lizzy could not help being awed by the noblewoman’s regal bearing and confident manner.

The countess was dressed for late afternoon in a woollen gown of violet blue. A matching turban topped her greying curls. Trays of tea and cakes sat on the coffee table for the comfort of her guests.

“Whatever was in your mind, child?” Lady Matlock asked her niece.

“I am not a child. I am a woman grown, and I wish to marry.”

The countess arched her brows. “Despite what you think on the subject, the law does not agree. You cannot marry without your brother’s permission until you turn twenty-one. That is five years from now. Did you really believe he would let you wed any impudent upstart you chose to run off with?”

“I beg your pardon, ma’am,” Perry said. “I may be an impudent upstart, but I can offer her a comfortable, respectable life. While I have no title, I shall not be an embarrassment to her, nor to your family. I recognize that a connection with me will not elevate your family’s standing. But the Fitzwilliams are already amongst the most prominent families in the kingdom. And with your eldest daughter’s recent marriage to a duke, your place in society is unquestioned.”

Lizzy wondered how the countess would take such words. But Lady Matlock seemed only to give him a wry smile. “Well, young man, you certainly think well of yourself.”

“I know my worth. And I know Miss Darcy’s. I love her, and I’ll devote my life to protecting her.”

“That sounds well and good, but the girl is sixteen. She is in no position to run her own household.”

“But I am,” Georgiana insisted. “I run Pemberley when I am there.”

The countess was unmoved. “It would be more accurate to say that Mrs. Reynolds runs Pemberley with your input.”

“That is unkind, aunt,” Georgiana said.

“But I daresay it’s accurate,” her ladyship countered. “You still have much to learn. You are not ready to make your come-out, much less marry. A quiet engagement would be the best course at this point. That is, unless any untoward gossip should arise.”

“I believe, ma’am,” Lizzy said, “we must be prepared for gossip. I am sorry to say it. But the situation is known to Mrs. Forster and my sister Lydia. I cannot promise the news has been contained.”

“I see.” Lady Matlock spoke in weighty tones. “In that case, I recommend an immediate announcement of the betrothal. That can be followed by a wedding if circumstances necessitate.” She turned to Perry. “But only if you, Mr. Bingley, agree to the terms Darcy sets out in the marriage contract. If you refuse, I’ll have no difficulty finding another groom who will be happy to comply.”

Lizzy did not doubt it. In the scandal sheets, Lady Matlock’s reputation as a matchmaker was unparalleled.

Perry coloured, but he said blandly, “Mr. Darcy and I both have his sister’s interests at heart. I’m sure we’ll come to an agreement.”

“I hope so.” The countess turned to her nephew. “Now, Darcy, what of your nuptials?”

“I regret that circumstances compel us to act in haste. I’ll write to Mr. Bennet this evening. As Miss Bennet is not yet of age, his permission is required for a special license. Miss Bennet and I will be married as soon as one can be procured.”

“I think that is best,” the countess replied.

“Why is it,” Georgiana asked, “that Perry and I are being lectured, when we have broken no rules of propriety? And meanwhile, Will and Elizabeth rode half a day together in a closed carriage?”

“Your brother and I are in a far better position to marry,” Lizzy said. “I risked my reputation to save yours.”

Darcy broke in. “I shall not tolerate you speaking disparagingly of my fiancée, Georgiana. Not under any circumstances. You owe her a great debt. You will treat her with respect.”

“I mean no disrespect. Our circumstances are nearly identical.”

“Except that I’ll be of age in a matter of weeks,” Lizzy said. “And your brother has years of experience managing a large estate. Meanwhile, the two of you don’t even have a place to live. Mr. Bingley can’t bring a wife into his bachelor’s quarters.”

Georgiana’s eyes widened. It was as if the question had never crossed her mind. “I thought we’d stay at Darcy House.”

“I can let a house,” Perry said, “until we’re ready to buy one.”

“No,” Darcy said. “Georgiana shall not leave my care until she’s at least eighteen. Even if circumstances force you to marry before then.”

“That is wise,” Lady Matlock said. “As Georgiana’s co-guardian, Richard can speak to the solicitor tomorrow—to start work on the marriage contract. I’ll discuss the situation with Lord Matlock tonight, to make sure he is agreed. That way, Darcy, you can focus your attention on your own wedding.”

***
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WITH GEORGIANA AT MATLOCK House, Darcy drove Elizabeth to Cheapside in his curricle. The sunlight was waning when they reached the Gardiner home on Gracechurch Street. The neighbourhood was more respectable—and the house more impressive—than Darcy had expected.

A woman of about forty opened the door. Wearing a mobcap and a maid’s uniform, she smiled at the sight of Elizabeth. “Why Miss Bennet, how good to see you! We were not expecting you, were we?” She ushered them inside.

“No, I made an unplanned trip to London, so I thought to inquire after my uncle’s health.”

“Oh, he is much better. The fever is gone, though he still has a cough. Do wait in the parlour while I let your aunt know you’re here. And who is the gentleman?”

“Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy,” Elizabeth replied.

The maid’s mouth fell open a moment before she firmly closed it again. “Yes, miss, I’ll let Mrs. Gardiner know.”

Darcy could not help feeling awkward. The maid had a Derbyshire accent, so he could not be too surprised that she recognized his name. Still, it was disconcerting.

“If your aunt lived in Lambton,” he said to Lizzy in a low voice, “I imagine she is familiar with my family.”

“Indeed so. At Christmas, she mentioned that your father was revered for his good character. However, she could not recall what your reputation was in the neighbourhood.”

He lifted his brows. “Did you tell her I was the last man on earth you could be prevailed on to marry?”

“I do not recall my exact words, but I may have strongly suggested it.” Her eyes danced. He could not believe his great good luck, that he would have this woman to tease him for the rest of his life.

A woman in her early thirties entered, dressed simply but fashionably. A lace cap sat on her head above a mass of chestnut ringlets. “Lizzy, my dear, what a wonderful surprise!” She hugged her niece, the affection between them obvious.

“It is lovely to see you,” Elizabeth said. “Susan said my uncle is improving?”

“Yes, though he is not yet ready to travel. Soon, I hope.” She turned to Darcy. “But you must introduce me to your friend.”

“Of course. Mrs. Edward Gardiner, I am pleased to present Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy. My betrothed.”

“Your—!” She blinked a few times, then pressed her lips together. “How wonderful. But why did I hear nothing about this?”

“It happened suddenly,” Darcy explained. “Though not as suddenly as one might think. I first made her an offer in April, when we were both staying in Kent. We recently met again, and I persuaded her to reconsider my suit.”

“I see,” Mrs. Gardiner replied, though still clearly grappling with the news. “I recall a letter from Lizzy in April, saying she had been terribly deceived in Mr. Wickham’s character, and in yours.”

“Yes,” Elizabeth replied. “I pray you, let us never mention Mr. Wickham’s name again.”

“As you wish.” She took her niece’s hands. “But Lizzy, this will upturn all our plans!”

“Not all of them, I hope. When my uncle is ready to travel, you must come and stay with us at Pemberley. We can make excursions from there. And perhaps you could bring Jane along.”

“What about your wedding?” Mrs. Gardiner asked.

“Our wedding plans,” Darcy said, “consist of a special license and a quiet ceremony tomorrow or the next day. If we cannot get St. George’s, then we can marry at Matlock House.”

Mrs. Gardiner’s mouth fell open, then closed again. “Matlock House! Good Heavens, Lizzy, your mother will faint dead away.”

They continued to discuss the logistics of the wedding. Darcy would travel to Longbourn at first light to ask Elizabeth’s father for her hand. Then he would persuade the Bennets and Philipses to come to London for the ceremony.

Lady Catherine would have to be told, of course. He would send her an express. The failure of her ambitions for him and Anne would displease her. He expected neither the mother nor the daughter to attend the nuptials.

“This is all happening so fast,” Mrs. Gardiner said. “People will talk.”

“I am content for them to do so,” Elizabeth said.

“It is the end of the season,” Darcy said. “Hardly anyone remains in Mayfair. All will be forgotten by spring.”

Mrs. Gardiner requested no further explanation, though clearly she would have liked one. If Elizabeth wished to explain it to her later, Darcy did not object.

They arranged for Elizabeth to stay with the Gardiners until the wedding. Darcy took his leave. He had much to do on the morrow.

He didn’t worry that Bennet would object to the marriage. The man was hardly in a position to do so. He had five daughters to marry off, none of them with a dowry to speak of. Darcy would be their insurance against genteel poverty.

But how would he convince Bennet to allow the wedding to proceed so quickly? Darcy didn’t want to say he had compromised the man’s daughter.

In the end, it was a moot point. The next day, upon learning of the engagement, Mrs. Bennet was in raptures. She would have agreed to almost anything. Her husband could hardly get a word in edgewise.

Mr. Philips drew up a marriage contract. Darcy took it to his solicitor before hying to Doctor’s Commons for the license. The wedding was slated for noon the next day at St. George’s.

The Bennets and Philipses spent the night at Darcy House. The exception was Jane, who stayed with Elizabeth at the Gardiners’. Bingley brought Lydia from Brighton—along with his aunt, Perry’s mother. She had arrived at the seaside town only to learn that her son had vacated it.

Charles was disappointed to learn that Jane was staying in Cheapside. Lydia had talked to him of nothing but her eldest sister the past two days. Charles was now convinced that Jane had been in love with him all along. He was eager to renew their acquaintance.

Darcy took this in his stride. He had no room in his brain for anything but his own nuptials. It was unfathomable that he would marry Lizzy the following day. A week ago, he had been mourning her as lost to him forever.

Just a few more hours. Then, barring any disaster, she would be his.
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On the morning of her wedding, Lizzy woke to the feel of sunbeams on her face. She blinked, gazing out the window at a glorious blue sky. As she stretched, Jane roused on the bed beside her. They had decided to share the guest room farthest from the sick room just to be safe.

A maid brought them a light repast: eggs, toast with jam, and a pot of chocolate. Thanks to the special license, they could marry after noon. But that meant the wedding breakfast would not be served until at least two.

As they sat and sipped their chocolate, Jane said, “Lizzy, are you sure this is what you want? It is not as if you and Mr. Darcy stayed overnight at a coaching inn together. Your reputation is not ruined. You have options.”

Lizzy considered how to reply. “Waiting will not change my decision. The letter Darcy gave me after I refused his proposal—it turned all my feelings around. I’ve fallen in love with the man who wrote that letter. There’s so much more to him than I imagined.”

Emotion gathered in her throat. Jane reached out and squeezed Lizzy’s hand.

“Looking back on everything that happened between us,” Lizzy continued, “I see it with new eyes. All the time I thought he looked at me to mock—in fact, he looked at me to admire. It’s flattering, I confess. Yet it also means he’s not the arrogant, unfeeling man I thought him. He is kindness itself. He simply chooses to keep that side of himself hidden.”

“Why would he do that?” Jane asked. “That is the part I find so puzzling.”

“After the way Mr. Wickham preyed on his kindness, I cannot wonder at Darcy’s wariness. They were friends once. Imagine the betrayal he must have felt—that he still must feel.”

Jane nodded pensively. “I suppose I can understand that.”

Lizzy grinned. “So you see, Jane, there’s no hope for it. The wedding will go on. You cannot avoid seeing Charles Bingley again.”

A pretty blush rose in Jane’s cheeks. “It has been eight months. I am equal to it. After the first meeting, we will be comfortable in each other’s presence whenever we are in company.”

“Dear Jane, this will not do! Mr. Bingley is disposed to fall in love with you again—if only you give him the slightest encouragement. Equanimity will not win his heart.”

“Would it not embarrass us both if I fawned over him?”

“Do not fawn. Flirt.” Lizzy took her sister’s hand. “Seek him out. Don’t wait for him to come to you.”

“I would not wish to be too forward.”

Lizzy shook her head. “A man needs to know he is wanted, Jane. He’s yours for the taking—but only if you take.”

Jane bit her lip, then gave a little nod.

The tête-à-tête could not last. The sound of a carriage reached their ears, and their mother’s voice was soon heard downstairs.

This was the crowning achievement of their mother’s life. She, the child of a country solicitor, was marrying off her daughter to the son of an aristocrat. The wedding breakfast would be hosted by an earl. Could Mrs. Bennet have hoped for anything more?

And so, Lizzy let her mother have her way. On her last day under Mrs. Bennet’s care, she would play the obedient daughter. After all, Lizzy was getting everything she could have wanted, too. The details hardly mattered.

In a gown of pale blue silk, Lizzy arrived at the church. White roses were in her hair, and a bouquet of delphiniums was in her arms. Jane and her parents rode in the barouche with her.

Children gathered on the opposite side of the street, waving in greeting. Lizzy tossed some coins their way. They had probably remained behind after the previous wedding. St. George’s was always booked during the season.

Her stomach fluttered as they mounted the steps of the church. Tall Corinthian columns flanked them. With her vows minutes away, doubt washed over her. Was Jane right? Was she marrying a man she barely knew, to protect her reputation?

The marriage contract had been written in her favour. The pin money and jointure settled on her were generous. Should she become widowed, she would remain guardian of their children. She would run Pemberley until the heir reached his or her majority.

Darcy would not have made those provisions unless he loved and trusted Lizzy. He had made sure to provide for her security and happiness. To leave her the mistress of her own life.

No, these flutterings were just nerves. All would be well. Nothing could stop her from marrying Darcy now.

***
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DARCY STOOD AT THE altar, Richard at his side. Organ music filled the grand space, and sunlight shone through stained glass. The colonel’s eldest brother escorted Mrs. Bennet to her pew. The guests were all assembled, and the ceremony about to start.

“Lady Catherine did not come,” Darcy said to his cousin in low tones. He felt more resigned than disappointed.

“You did not expect her, did you?” Richard asked.

“No. Though I hoped we could put to rest the nonsense about me marrying Anne, without enmity between us. You said Anne was well when you last saw her?”

“Yes, two days ago, she was the picture of health. She’s weaning herself off the potion she’s been taking since childhood. She believes it does her more harm than good.”

Their conversation came to an abrupt halt when Elizabeth stepped into the aisle on her father’s arm. Darcy jolted at the sight of her. In her shimmery, diaphanous gown, with flowers at her crown and in her arms, she looked half angel, half wood nymph.

His breath left his body as she approached. He admired her dark dancing eyes—the tendrils of curls that framed her face—the fall of fabric that accented her luscious curves.

It seemed impossible that she would be his. That within minutes, he would have the right to touch her, to peel that enticing frock off her.

But he had best put that thought out of his mind until the ceremony was over.

When she reached the altar, she smiled at him beatifically. He could not take his eyes off her.

“Dearly beloved,” began the clergyman, Mr. Hodgson. But Darcy could barely attend to the words. All he could think about was his bride, and the new life they would share.

Hodgson droned on. “Into this holy union Fitzwilliam Darcy and Elizabeth Bennet now come to be joined. If any of you can show just cause why they may not lawfully be married, speak now; or else for ever hold your peace.”

A voice rang out from the back of the congregation. “I have just cause.”

Darcy turned, unsure he had heard correctly. Surely, it couldn’t be...

“Darcy is engaged to my daughter, Miss Anne de Bourgh.” Lady Catherine spoke with all the confidence of a woman who never heard the word no.

Darcy clasped Elizabeth’s hand and held it firmly.

“Catherine, in the name of Zeus,” Lord Matlock cried, rising to his feet, “let the boy wed in peace.”

“Have you a formal marriage contract, madam?” Hodgson asked, his voice carrying a tone of surprise and confusion.

“Not a written one. The engagement has been of a particular kind, desired by all in the family—”

“Desired by no one but you,” Matlock replied. “Anne, do you wish to marry Darcy?”

Poor Anne looked small and wary, though not as frail as when Darcy had last seen her. She appeared shocked at being consulted about what she wanted.

She stood and began to speak, letting out a little squeak. Then, she cleared her throat and said in a ringing voice, “No, uncle.”

“That’s a good girl. And clearly Darcy does not wish to marry Anne. He is at this moment standing at the altar with another woman. So let us hear no more of this nonsense, Catherine. I am head of this family, and I have given Darcy and Miss Bennet my blessing.”

“How dare you!” Lady Catherine cried. “What shall become of Anne, and of Rosings Park, if Darcy does not marry her?”

Lady Matlock stood. “I have told you many times, Catherine. Miss Anne de Bourgh is an heiress. With your permission, I can have her betrothed within a fortnight.”

“I’ll marry her,” cried one of Darcy’s chums from his Cambridge days.

“Don’t listen to that bounder,” another called. “Marry me instead.”

Darcy smiled. Both men were younger sons seeking a woman of fortune from a noble lineage. Anne qualified on both counts. Not that Darcy would tolerate his cousin’s being given away for mercenary reasons. If she wanted a suitable husband, however, Lady Matlock could find her one.

“Since no lawful claim has been presented,” Mr. Hodgson said, “let us continue.”

Darcy and Elizabeth smiled at each other and turned back towards the clergyman. Darcy was pleased that his bride looked no worse for the interruption. In fact, the curve of her lips might be described as self-satisfied.

Darcy had never seen a young woman as unfazed by Lady Catherine as Elizabeth had been at Rosings Park. His bride knew her own worth. She would not take Lady Catherine’s rudeness to heart.

Mr. Hodgson proceeded with the ceremony. The vows were spoken, and the marriage lines written in the book. It was all a blur to Darcy, moving so fast he hardly had time to consider the import of his actions. But when he kissed his new wife, it all became real.

Wife. Despite all that had gone wrong between them, at last, she was his. Joy filled his chest, almost more than he could bear. When he looked into her eyes, he could see their future spreading out before him. This was just the beginning.

As the organ played, Darcy led his bride to the waiting carriage. He helped her inside. During the ride to Matlock House for the wedding breakfast, he said, “I owe you an apology.”

She arched her brows. “For what?”

“For the first time I proposed. For the appalling way I disparaged the manners of your relations.”

Lizzy laughed, the sound the happiest that had ever reached his ears. “Poor Lady Catherine. I almost felt sorry for her.” She squeezed his hand. “I would like to get to know Miss Anne de Bourgh better. We did not speak together much when I was in Hunsford. I would not wish her to feel embarrassed by her mother’s actions today.”

“That would be kind of you. I suppose I should be more attentive as well. I did not wish to mislead anyone... Well, but that is no longer a consideration.”

He slid his arm around his wife’s waist, and she smiled. Thoughts of the wedding night danced in his head. But first, they had the wedding breakfast to get through.
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At the wedding breakfast, Mrs. Bennet made sure Jane was seated with Charles Bingley. Lizzy couldn’t object to her mother’s matchmaking. For one thing, Lizzy was too deliriously happy to care about appearances. And for another, Jane and Charles looked perfectly content with the arrangement.

In fact, Jane seemed to take Lizzy’s advice and encourage her beau’s advances. The two had eyes only for each other. It was wonderful to see.

Colonel Fitzwilliam watched over Georgiana, especially when she was in Perry’s company. But Perry was all propriety.

Lizzy concluded he had realized his error. He had simply been swept away by Georgiana’s elopement scheme. Lizzy expected he would act more responsibly in the future.

As the afternoon wore on, Lydia declared that there must be dancing. Apparently, that was Darcy’s cue to leave. A new thought came to Lizzy: perhaps he truly disliked dancing. That would explain why he had been out of sorts on the night they met.

And yet, he had asked her to dance at the Netherfield ball. She should have realized then that he admired her. She hadn’t even noticed—she had been too busy feeling mortified at breaking her vow never to dance with him.

How ridiculous that all seemed now! She had almost let first impressions keep her from the best man she knew.

He looked at her expectantly. She said in low tones, “Should we depart to Darcy House?”

“I hoped you would suggest that.”

With a smile, she rose. The bridal couple accepted the good wishes offered as they hied to the coach and stepped inside.

Once they were alone in the closed carriage, Darcy’s eyes raked her. She trembled with desire.

Despite her inexperience, she had read the books in her father’s library. She had an idea of what was to come on her wedding night. Part of her was nervous, but mostly she was eager to be a wife in all senses of the word.

He leaned in and kissed along the curve of her neck. Electricity pulsed through her. More, cried the voice in her head.

He lifted her legs onto his lap and drew her body against him. The contact felt so perfect, so right. Cupping his face in her hands, she drew him into a kiss.

Responding to her need, his mouth plundered her. She bunched the lapels of his jacket in her fingers for purchase. Her body turned boneless from his caresses.

“Darcy, wait,” she said, remembering herself. “You’ll muss my hair. It’s such a short trip—should we not wait?”

He called to the driver, “Twice around the square.”

She blushed. Had that been a chuckle she heard from the driver? “Surely he’ll know what we’re about.”

“It’s our wedding day. Everyone already knows what we’re about.”

She giggled. He was right, of course. “Won’t your butler have the staff lined up to greet their new mistress? I would not wish to appear rumpled.”

“Lizzy,” he said in her ear, the passion in his voice dark as treacle, “I won’t do anything you don’t want. The way your body is responding, you seem every bit as mad with desire as I am. Let me touch you. Just to ease the ache.”

A shiver skittered over her skin. Still, she eyed him warily. “Only if you promise not to damage my coiffure.”

He looked like he might argue, then said, “Agreed.”

He trailed kisses along her décolletage, following the arc of her bodice. Her breasts grew heavy, and her nipples strained against the fabric. A wicked flick of his tongue below the lace left her gasping, her body arching into him.

Her hesitation fled. Desire flooded her, and all that mattered was Darcy. His probing hands, his teasing tongue. The panting eagerness that said he was hers.

A gentle palm moved up her calf, taking her skirt and shift along with it. It was strange and wonderful to accept his touch. This intimate exploration was forbidden no longer.

He kissed her mouth as his fingers grazed the sensitive skin of her inner thigh. “Yes,” she whimpered.

“My sweet love. I have dreamt of this. You cannot imagine how I have yearned for you.”

“More. Please.”

His hand inched towards her aching centre. Did he mean to touch her there? She burned for something she couldn’t name. But Darcy seemed to know.

“I’ll be so gentle with you, my love. If anything feels uncomfortable, tell me. This is for your pleasure. There’s no right or wrong way to feel. Simply be honest with me.”

The kindness in his expression nearly undid her. Passion she was prepared for. His goodness was almost more than she could take. She pulled him into a searing, heartfelt kiss.

He cradled her in one arm as he leaned her back against the side wall of the carriage. His other arm pushed her skirts to her waist, exposing her. Her heart fluttered. His gaze seemed transfixed on her body. But then, he met her eyes.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said. “You understand that, don’t you? Nothing could be more beautiful to me than you are. Every inch of you.”

Unable to speak, she nodded. His gentle fingers slid up her thigh and found her most secret place. The touch was feather-soft, and yet, a jolt shot through her.

“Darcy!” she cried in hoarse tones.

“Yes?” he teased. She wriggled, and he asked, “Do you want more?”

“Please.” Her tone was breathy—soft but intense. He complied, stroking her wetness against the aching bud at the apex of her sex. She clenched her fists, her fingers sinking into the leather of the squabs.

He pressed his mouth to hers as he worked her with his fingers. She drank him in, luxuriating in his masculine taste. Tension built inside, her heart thrumming at a rapid beat.

He stroked and circled her tender pearl, his touch teasing yet insistent. She reached for something, a feeling just out of her grasp. And then it washed over her, the release shaking her to her core. Intense pleasure bloomed through her body, leaving her spent and panting in her lover’s arms.

“Darcy,” she cooed, as he kissed along her cheeks and brow.

“My precious wife,” he murmured as he kissed the hollow behind her ear. “How beautiful you are.”

Coming back to awareness, she felt the thick ridge of—something—pressed against her thigh. She gasped, realizing it must be his male member. Curious, she rubbed two fingers along the length.

A sudden groan escaped his lips. She arched her brows and gave him a wicked smile.

***
[image: image]


DARCY GRITTED HIS TEETH, struck that her fleeting touch had nearly unmanned him. Seeing her splayed open before him, the scent of her in the air—it was all he could do the hold onto his composure. But when her nimble fingers played at the buttons of his falls, he had to stop her.

With a gentle hand on her wrist, he said, “Patience, my love. We’ll be home soon enough.”

“Please,” she said, her voice low and rough, “I want to give you pleasure, too.”

He took a deep breath and swallowed hard. That did nothing to quell the pulsing ache. No point in arguing—he wanted the same thing she did. Any gestures towards propriety were wasted now.

He helped her open his falls and pull the hem of his shirt from his breeches. He held his breath as her eyes took him in.

Then she smiled and glided a single finger along his length. He quavered as she said, “Show me how to touch you.”

He took her small hand in his, cupping her palm around his erection. The feel of her was warm and perfect. The pleasure of it engulfed him.

He showed her what he liked, how to apply the right amount of pressure and friction. She took to the task with alacrity and proved a quick study.

He had not intended to spend in the carriage. Yet he could hardly enter the house and greet his entire staff in such a state. In anticipation, he took out a handkerchief. Then, he let himself relax into his wife’s willing explorations.

While she worked him, he drew her close and kissed her, whispering encouraging words into her ear. “That’s it, love. Just like that.” The fragrance of her sweet violet perfume mingled with the earthier scents of sex—a heady mix that inflamed his passion.

Love and desire mixed in his chest as she learned his body. She circled the crown with her thumb before taking him in a long stroke. The squeeze of her hand was pure bliss. Tightness grew in his core, and he knew he wouldn’t last.

When his consummation came, he exploded. The orgasm was more powerful than anything he had experienced. Lizzy kissed him as he came down from the heights of ecstasy.

For a few blissful moments, he held her. Then, coming back to awareness, he righted himself.

He stuffed the used handkerchief into the storage box under the opposite seat. Hopefully, he would remember to retrieve it later. Lizzy let out a little giggle at his choice, then settled into his arms.

“What think you of married life so far?” he asked.

She arched her brows, a smile lighting her face. “I had not imagined it would be so pleasant.”

“Minx.” He nipped the rim of her ear. “I still have much to teach you.”

“I am an eager pupil.”

When they arrived at Darcy House, as expected, the staff were lined up in the hallway to welcome them. Lizzy’s warm and attentive greetings—to everyone from the butler to the boot boy—left the servants smiling. She would be an excellent mistress. Darcy had known that from the beginning.

He led her upstairs to the mistress’s chamber. She drew a breath. “Oh, Darcy, this is beautiful!”

When he’d inherited the house, Darcy had redecorated the master suites. Leaving them as a shrine to his parents would have been too painful. He had been twenty-three, with no plans to marry in the foreseeable future. So he had chosen the same colours and styles throughout the rooms.

Lizzy’s chamber, like his own, was painted in cream and Prussian blue. The décor was reminiscent of the Adam style made popular by the neoclassical movement. Fluted woodwork framed the windows and doors.

The staff had not had much time to prepare for the mistress’s arrival. They had done little more than add cut flowers and lacy pillows for a more feminine touch.

“I’m glad you like it,” he said. “This is your home now, Lizzy—it’s yours to manage as you wish. I won’t be offended if you make changes to meet your tastes.”

“This suits me very well.”

He leaned in and kissed her. “Would you like time to unpack?”

She looked around. “It appears my new maid has done that already.” She pressed her hands to his chest. “Perhaps we could get back to those lessons you promised me.”

His belly tightened with desire. “I won’t argue with that. While your maid attends you in the dressing room, I’ll order a light repast.”

“I would like that.”

He kissed her gently, relishing the promise of things to come.
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Chapter 13
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Lizzy sat at the vanity in the dressing room as her maid unpinned the elaborate wedding day coiffure. Her mind wandered back to the carriage ride from Brighton—when Darcy had taken such pleasure in playing with her hair. The memory made her smile.

As the maid withdrew, Lizzy stood and eyed herself in the cheval mirror. She wore a gauzy dressing gown over an equally gauzy night rail. The fabric was weightless, the feel silken against her skin.

Darcy would love it.

Her flesh heated at the thought. He had already shown that he delighted in her body. But now, he would possess her completely, and she him. Her heart fluttered with excitement.

Draping her dark tresses over one shoulder, she stepped back into the bedroom. Darcy rose from the chair where he had been waiting. The furniture seemed delicate for a man of his broad frame. She would see about adding a sturdy wing-back chair especially for his use.

Seeing her husband in a blue banyan sent a shiver of delight through her. She was not yet accustomed to him in a state of dishabille, his throat uncovered. She wanted to trail kisses down his Adam’s apple. If it were not for the height difference between them, she would have done so that very moment.

He approached and took her hands. Seconds ticked by as their gazes met, joy and anticipation flowing between them.

He cupped her cheek, and they fell together in a tender kiss. It held none of the ferocity of the kisses in the carriage. It was a savouring, a gentle exploration—fraught with the knowledge that this joining was one of the most momentous experiences of their lives.

She stood on her tiptoes to reach him, her arms wrapped around his shoulders. Though he held her firmly, his arm supporting her back, the position was not ideal. She broke the kiss and scanned the room for a more promising option.

He kissed her hand. “Would you like some champagne?”

She looked over to the table where a bottle sat chilling, alongside a plate of fruit and cheese. “Later.” With a grin, she led him towards the bed.

They sat on the edge. Her nerves overtook her for a moment, until he worked his lips along her neck. Who would have thought a simple touch could set her body ablaze?

She gave into sensation and was soon on her back. His hands loosened the tie at the bodice of her dressing gown. She writhed beneath him as he kissed along her décolletage.

Breathless, she waited for her brain to catch up with all she was feeling. Passivity was not in her nature. She wanted to show Darcy she was as desperate for him as he was for her.

She rolled them onto their sides and kissed a line from his jaw to his neck. His taste was earthy and spicy-sweet. She breathed him in, intoxicated by his masculine scent.

Her eager hands untied his banyan, wanting more of him. Tentatively, she brushed her palm against his bare chest. The skin was smooth over muscled flesh, and lightly covered with coarse hair. She loved how the hard planes of his body contrasted with her soft curves.

She hesitated a moment, wanting him, yet shy about taking the next steps.

He squeezed her hand. “It’s fine, sweetheart. We have all night. We can take this as slowly or as fast as you like.”

“I’m not precisely sure how one goes about these things. But I do believe we’re wearing too many clothes.”

Darcy grinned, divesting her of the dressing gown. His eyes scanned her body through the sheer fabric of her night rail. Her cheeks warmed, yet a thrill grew in her belly at evoking such desire in him.

“I want all of you, Lizzy.”

“Yes. Don’t wait.”

With a growl, he buried his face in her cleavage, cupping a breast lightly in his palm. With great fervour, his lips and tongue sought past the lace of her bodice. He pushed down her night rail, baring her breasts.

“My beautiful wife,” he murmured. “How soft and sweet and perfect you are.”

She had never believed herself to be so, until he said the words. Darcy never lied.

His kisses awoke her tender flesh. She arched into him as he took a sensitive nipple into his mouth. A wave of pleasure consumed her.

She had never imagined marriage could be like this. It was vulnerable and profoundly intimate. Yet no fear prickled through her—only the desire to possess, to experience, to love.

Brazenly, she pushed her husband’s banyan off his shoulders, exposing his pale, smooth skin. Darcy set aside the garment and pulled the cool sheet over them. She made quick work of her night rail, lowering it from her legs.

Their eyes met. Her flesh turned molten under his adoring gaze.

She drew him into a long, languid kiss. He pulled her body hard against him. Each point of contact seared her skin. The decadent delight of it intoxicated her.

His mouth explored her torso, learning her curves. She wanted to reciprocate, but that could come later. Instead, she enjoyed his lavish attentions, revelling in sensuality.

He kissed down her belly to her thighs. Draping one of her legs over his shoulder, he revealed all of her to his gaze. Her belly fluttered, but she did not shrink from him.

His kisses grew more intimate. When he pressed his mouth to her centre, her body jolted at the contact. She gripped the sheets in her hands—bracing herself against the onslaught of pleasure.

“Darcy,” she cried, but the sound came out low and rough. “That’s...I never dreamt...”

Words escaped her as desire flooded her thoughts.

“So sweet, my love.” He hummed with delight, the sound vibrating against her. “I want you to come for me.”

She focused her attention on his ministrations. His tongue teased her silken folds, her swollen pearl. He lightly suckled that most sensitive part of her, and she fell apart. Calling out his name, she trembled with the ecstasy of it. He kissed her thighs as she came down from the heights, settling into a warm glow.

He moved up the bed and lay beside her, pressing his lips to her fingertips. She laid her free hand against his chest and let it travel downward. The hard muscles of his abdomen rippled beneath her touch. Then, her hand went lower, teasing the steely flesh of his manhood.

His eyes went dark. She pressed her mouth to his ear and whispered, “Make me yours.”

His fingers trailed down her arm. “I’ll be so gentle with you, my love. It might hurt a bit, just this first time. You have to tell me if it’s too much.”

She nodded. She didn’t fear the pain. Her body was ready.

He braced himself over her and positioned himself at her entrance. She wanted him, was greedy for him, and he slid easily inside.

She gasped at the sudden pinch. It did not last. The sensation subsided as he found a rhythm—filling her and sending the most delicious sparks through her body.
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DARCY FLAMED WITH PLEASURE. He forced himself to focus on his wife’s expression. “Are you well?”

“Yes.” Her sultry tones played against his ear. “More.”

To emphasise the point, she grasped his rear, taking him deeper. He shuddered at the jolt of desire. He loved the intimacy of their embrace, how it truly felt the two had become one. Yet the need for release dimmed his thoughts

He pistoned into her. She responded enthusiastically, arching against him. Losing himself in pleasure, he buried his face in her breasts, breathing in her scent. The friction of their bodies, the soft feel of her on his skin, drove his passion higher.

In a sudden burst, he fell over the edge, pouring himself into her. She cooed in his ear, kissing his neck and shoulders. “My Darcy. How I love you.”

He held her close, his body spent, his heart full. At last, the woman he had desired for so long was his. And she was as bold and exuberant in bed as she was in all things.

He pressed his lips to her forehead. “Are you happy?”

“Deliriously.”

“I intend to keep you that way.” He rolled onto his side. “I want you to feel at home here.”

She turned to face him. “I look forward to taking the household burdens away from you. I think I’ll enjoy being your wife—and not only for the obvious reasons.”

She pressed her body hard against him. With a jolt, he realized “the obvious reasons” meant their physical relationship. He felt strangely gratified by that.

After all, his wealth had never impressed her.

Tenderly, he stroked her hair. “What made you change your mind about me?”

She gazed at him a moment, confusion in her eyes. Then, her shoulders slumped. “You mean...about marrying you?”

His throat thickened. He gave a quick nod.

She bit her lip. “Back in April, everything I believed about you was mistaken. It wasn’t you I refused. It was my false idea of you. After I read your letter, I looked back at our acquaintance through a different lens. I thought of all the terrible things Mr. Wickham had said about you, and how you had never said a word against him. I had valued a glib tongue over your quiet goodness. Honestly, I was ashamed of myself. And I feared I would never have the chance to make amends.”

He leaned down and kissed her gratefully, enjoying the taste of her, the soft feel of her. Nothing could please him more than having this woman in his life, in his home, in his bed.

She pressed a finger to his lips. “Have I made amends?”

He pretended to think about that. “I may need to impose on you a bit further.” He rolled her onto her back.

She giggled. “I believe I shall enjoy my penance.”

“I hope so. You may enjoy it so much, you’ll make a habit of displeasing me so you can make up for it later.”

“Not displeasing you. But teasing you, certainly.”

“I’d be disappointed otherwise.” He covered her in kisses, the contours of her body melding with his own.
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Chapter 14—Epilogue
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Two years later

Lizzy stepped out onto the front portico at Pemberley. She and Darcy waved goodbye to Georgiana and Perry. The carriage got underway, taking them to their honeymoon in Scotland.

Darcy smiled in satisfaction. Perry had proven himself worthy during the long betrothal. In the end, he and his new brother-in-law had become trusted friends.

As the horses got underway, the Darcys went back inside. The guests continued to celebrate, moving from the dining room to the ballroom. Lizzy convinced her husband to acquiesce to a single dance.

She gazed at him as the waltz got underway. His eyes sparkled, and no tension lined his features. “You’re happy,” she said.

“My sister is settled, my wife is smiling, and my daughter is dozing in the nursery. I have every reason to be happy.”

“I can say the same.” Lizzy looked over to where Jane sat with Charles at her side. Their first child was expected come autumn.

Lydia, meanwhile, danced with Major Denny, her betrothed. Through his exemplary service, he had risen through the ranks. He had cut ties with his old friend Wickham, who was now languishing in debtor’s prison. Wickham’s attempt to escape his Brighton creditors had come too late.

Darcy’s cousin Anne scurried onto the floor, her husband in tow. Now the picture of health, she had married one of Darcy’s Cambridge friends. Lady Catherine was remodelling the dower house to her liking—busily telling the tradesmen how to do their jobs.

After success at the Congress of Vienna, Colonel Fitzwilliam had entered the diplomatic corps. He was now dancing with a blushing young heiress. Their adoring smiles presaged a happy outcome.

Lizzy looked up and met her husband’s glance. “I hope you do not mind dancing too much.”

“I enjoy any opportunity to hold my beautiful wife in my arms.”

“Let us hope our guests depart in a judicious manner,” she said in low tones. “I’m eager to spend more time in your arms tonight.”

His brows lifted. “Weddings seem to make you especially amorous. I believe our daughter was conceived after Charles and Jane’s nuptials.”

Lizzy responded with a grin. “Very possibly.” Then, she pursed her lips, turning thoughtful. “I should check on the baby. I gave instructions for the staff to interrupt me if she was fussy. Still...”

“Should we go up to the nursery after this dance?”

“Would you mind staying and playing host while I go? I don’t want us to abandon our guests. And Maddie is probably fine.”

“Of course.” He looked disappointed, however. Lizzy knew he would rather spend time with his little family than with a large group of revellers.

“You can visit the baby when I’m done, if she’s not sleeping.”

“She’s not a baby anymore. She’s an expert walker these days.”

“Yes, but my arms are still her favourite place to be. Though perhaps not for much longer.” Lizzy pouted.

“We should try in earnest for another.”

Lizzy gave him an arch look. “Agreed. Beginning tonight.”

“If we can rid ourselves of these bothersome guests by a reasonable hour,” he said in her ear.

“Or we could just retire, and tell them to stay as long as they like.”

“A fine idea,” Darcy concurred in a jesting tone. “I’ll put the colonel in charge. He’ll make sure they remain orderly.”

She let out a soft laugh.

The music ended. Lizzy gave her husband a quick, ceremonial curtsey before heading upstairs.

At the door to the nursery, she stopped and smiled. Her mother held the child in her arms, cooing to her softly.

Lizzy had never been the favourite daughter. But as the only grandchild so far, Maddie had wrapped herself around Mrs. Bennet’s heart.

Noiseless in her dancing slippers, Lizzy stepped into the room. Still, the babe turned and reached for her. “Ma!”

Lizzy gave her mother a regretful smile. “There’s my girl!” She took the child into her arms.

Mrs Bennet looked at Lizzy, then back at the baby. “All my girls take after me except you. You’re all Bennet. And this little one is all Darcy.”

Lizzy examined her daughter’s face. “Perhaps. But that’s not a bad thing.”

“Heavens, no,” Mrs. Bennet said with a wave of her hand. “I have never faulted your husband for his looks. Whatever led the two of you to marry, I cannot fathom. Yet for all his pride, he seems to keep you happy enough.”

Lizzy gave her mother an enigmatic smile. Any attempt at explanation would be fruitless.

“Well,” her mother said, “I trust you’ll do your duty. A man like Darcy expects a houseful of children to carry on his name.”

Lizzy bristled at her mother’s characterization of marriage. Yet she knew Mrs. Bennet could not comprehend a union based on love rather than duty—on mutual respect rather than social standing.

“Of course Darcy and I hope for more children.” Lizzy forced a gentleness into her tone that she did not feel. “But our estate is not entailed. Right now, this little girl is heiress to Pemberley.”

Regardless of how many children Lizzy and Darcy had, they would all be trained in how to manage an estate. And in how to run a household. After all, Pemberley had been without a mistress for ten years—between Lady Anne’s death and Darcy’s marriage to Lizzy.

The children would also learn about the family’s investments in the Derby mills and the Welsh coal mines. The well-being of a great number of workers lay within their sphere. In just the two years of her marriage, Lizzy had seen how greed could lead to exploitation. That would not happen under her family’s stewardship.

But this day was one for celebration—a respite from the responsibilities of the Darcy empire.

Lizzy snuggled her daughter. To her mother, she said, “Would you like to go back down to the ballroom with me, or do you want to stay here?”

“I’d like to spend more time with my granddaughter.”

Warmth suffused Lizzy’s heart. She handed Maddie back to her grandmother. Family was Mrs. Bennet’s great worry and great joy. Fortunately, since Lizzy’s marriage, Mrs. Bennet had far less to fear.

The dancing lasted until the dinner hour, when a cold collation was set out. The guests began to depart soon after the repast. The houseguests gathered in the drawing room, where Lizzy and Darcy joined them for a time. But they had risen early to prepare for the wedding, and so they retired early.

After checking on their daughter in the nursery, they walked to their rooms hand in hand. They undressed separately. Then, wearing a blue banyan, Darcy joined Lizzy in her chamber.
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DARCY’S EYES RAKED his wife as she stood rearranging a vase of flowers, removing the spent blooms. The lacy bodice and silken skirt of her night rail clung to her luscious curves.

His desire rose at the sight of her. “How tired are you?” he asked.

“Not too tired for you.” Her eyes glinted in the candlelight. As was her habit, she had left her hair up, just to torment him.

He approached her and removed the pins one by one. He slid the soft tresses through his fingers as he released each strand. When he finished, he smoothed the luxurious mass of curls, letting them trail down her back.

“You grow more beautiful every day, Mrs. Darcy.”

She pressed her hands to his chest. “You spoil me, Mr. Darcy.”

He nuzzled her ear, kissing the lobe, breathing her sweet violet scent. With his palm at the small of her back, he drew her closer. Her arms wrapped around his neck. He met her lips in a tender kiss.

Without breaking the embrace, he danced her towards the bed. They sank onto the mattress. Holding her to his chest, he lay back. His hand cupped her rear, and he ground against her.

A gentle moan escaped her. Sliding her body over him, she untied his belt and let the banyan fall open. With an arch look, she kissed down his chest.

“Lizzy,” he growled.

“Hmm?” She flicked her tongue over a nipple before taking it into her mouth.

Sensations pulsed through him, heightening his desire. His wife seemed to have specific designs on him, so he let her lead. Her soft lips set him aflame as they trailed down his abdomen.

She nuzzled the thatch of curls at his groin, then kissed along his erection. He grew harder at the touch and let out a raspy groan.

“You like that?” she teased.

“You know I do.”

She flicked out her tongue and circled the head. “How about that?”

“More.”

“So greedy.” She licked up the shaft.

He ran his fingers through her hair. “Do you intend to tease me all night?”

She answered by sucking the cap, stealing his breath.

Then she got down to business, taking him deep. Heat burned like pinpricks of electricity beneath his skin. Her head bobbing between his legs was the most erotic sight he had ever seen.

She cupped his bollocks in her palm. Clever fingers teased the sensitive flesh and traced the seam. The urge to spend was overtaking him, but he didn’t want it to end that way.

He pulled out of her mouth. “Come up here. I want to taste you.”

The loss of her heat was torment. Yet as she crawled over him, he knew a different pleasure awaited.

Straddling his chest, she lifted her night rail over her head and cast it aside. His hands found her breasts and gently kneaded.

She moaned, nipples pebbling beneath his touch. The scent of her filled his nostrils. He couldn’t wait. Grasping her rear in his hands, he positioned himself beneath her and drew her sweet centre to his mouth.

“Darcy,” she cooed, parting her folds to give him better access to her tender pearl. He kissed and licked as she rode him with abandon.

Her soft murmurs urged him on. The musky scent, the decadent flavour of her awoke his senses and stoked his need. He suckled her nub between his lips, and she flew apart, crying out his name.

When her shudders slowed, he turned her onto her back. Without preamble, he slid into her heat. Fully seated, he took a moment to catch his breath. She sighed her approval.

He lay on top of her and looked into her eyes in the candlelight. “So beautiful.”

She kissed along his shoulder. “My handsome husband. Let’s make a baby.” She met his gaze.

He pulled back and thrust deep into her again, her inner muscles clenching around him. Her hands gripped his buttocks and drew him into an insistent rhythm.

They moved frantically together, his need for her burgeoning into a powerful ache. A tightening in his belly was soon followed by a quickening in his shaft. He shouted his release, shuddering as he spilled into her.

She kissed his mouth until the tremors subsided. “My Darcy. How I love you.”

He held her close, sliding his hand beneath the small of her back. “You were made for me.” Nothing in his life had ever felt so right as cradling her in this intimate embrace.

Rolling them onto their sides, he looked into her pretty face. He pushed a strand of hair away from her cheek. With a wry grin, he asked, “Do you think you’re pregnant yet?”

She giggled. “We’d best keep trying, just in case.”

“I approve of that plan.” He covered her with kisses until their passion rose again.

***
[image: image]


Thank you for reading! If you enjoyed this book, read the rest of the series:

Mr. Darcy’s Secret Stories

Want to know a secret? We do, too! What happens behind closed doors between Mr. Darcy and his Elizabeth? Find out in our shared series, Mr. Darcy's Secret Stories. Each steamy, heartfelt book in this series can be read in one afternoon (or evening!) as each author imagines new ways for Mr. Darcy to show Lizzy his eternal devotion. And maybe how he looks in a dripping wet shirt. You know, both are good. Discover all of Our Dear Couples’ secrets in this new series of Pride and Prejudice variations.
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Darcy’s Wedding Surprise

A stolen kiss with her betrothed leaves her breathless for more...

In the bustle of the days before Darcy and Lizzy’s wedding, a parade of interfering relations prevents them from spending any time alone together. With help from an unexpected quarter, though, Darcy plans a surprise for his beloved.

Lizzy longs to become Darcy’s wife and escape to the seclusion of his estate at Pemberley. She knows little of what to expect of the marriage bed, but his enticing kisses offer a promise of things to come.

With the marriage contract signed, the bridal couple are losing patience with the proprieties. Can they manage a secret tryst without tarnishing Lizzy’s reputation? Or will Darcy’s surprise be their undoing?

This steamy Pride and Prejudice sensual intimate variation will make you reach for your vinaigrette! It has a happy ending and no cliffhanger.

***
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Snowed In with Darcy

WALKING HOME FROM MERYTON, Elizabeth Bennet gets caught in a sudden snowstorm. A figure on horseback approaches. To her dismay, it’s the disagreeable Mr. Darcy, traveling from London to Netherfield. 

The two seek shelter in her father’s hunting lodge until the storm passes. She’s shocked to learn the reason for Darcy’s journey. Stranded with him overnight in a cabin with only one bed, can she protect her reputation? Or will she be forced to marry a man she despises? 

This steamy Pride and Prejudice sensual intimate novella has a happy ending and no cliffhanger. 

***
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Much Ado About Darcy

ELIZABETH BENNET IS overjoyed when Charles Bingley eagerly courts her sister Jane. If only Lizzy didn't have to spend time with his friend, the annoyingly handsome Mr. Darcy. She can't help but match wits—and tempers—with the insufferable man. Enduring his company will be worth it, though, once Jane is wed.

But her sister's happiness may be lost when Wickham arrives in Meryton, bitter and seeking to punish those close to his old enemy Darcy. Believing Jane's marriage settlement will cover his debts, Wickham conspires to compromise her and leave Darcy's friend Bingley bereft.

Lizzy must prove Jane's innocence, but she can't do it alone. She finds an unlikely ally in Darcy. Can they work together to save Jane and Bingley's love? And can Lizzy hide her reckless feelings for the infuriating man who's slowly winning her heart?

This novel-length Regency Pride and Prejudice variation has a happy ending and no cliffhanger.
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