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      Elizabeth did not know how long she had been sitting with the other unmarried ladies, but their conversation had begun to grow dull and disinteresting. She felt little excitement when she joined her sisters for this latest Meryton assembly, but Jane assured her it would be most fun. Thus far, fun had not been the word Elizabeth would use to describe her evening. Jane spoke frequently with Mr. Bingley, Mary was speaking to a musician in another room, and she could hear her youngest sisters laughing but did not see where they were. It was likely for the better as their sole purpose in life seemed to be to humiliate her.

      When she saw the time, Elizabeth decided there was no reason for her to remain further when it felt as if she were being tortured. She gathered up her skirts and pushed through the crowd, anxious to return home to the safety of Longbourn and her books. Yet, she did not make it far before she heard a commotion near the corner of the ballroom. The crowd was cast in shadows from a single candelabra, but there were many, and they were all circling one startlingly tall and muscular man.

      Elizabeth could make out no facial features from behind, nor did she recognize anyone who was speaking to him, but she practically felt as if she were tethered to him. The draw she felt to his side was unlike anything she had ever experienced before. But the crowd around him only seemed to be getting bigger and she could not seem to push her way to the front. It felt like an eternity before a husband and wife stepped away for punch, giving her the opportunity to slip into the vacancy they left behind. And when she finally saw the face of the popular gentleman, the ability to speak seemed to escape her entirely.

      He was tall with broad shoulders and a suit so finely tailored, Elizabeth was sure it had come from a fine store in London. His jaw was firm, his skin was pale, but his eyes seemed to sparkle with the stars themselves. All at once, Elizabeth realized he was looking directly into her eyes as well, and she thought she might faint dead away.

      “My dear lady,” the man said as he held out his hand. Elizabeth placed hers in his grasp and the light, fleeting kiss his gave it caused her to shiver. His lips were cold, yet soft and inviting. She was sure she must be blushing. “I do not believe we have met. I am Duke Fitzwilliam Darcy and I have recently moved into Pemberley, my family’s manor. And who might you be?”

      For a moment, Elizabeth thought that perhaps she should take her hand away but she was frozen in his gaze. She did not know how she even managed to answer.

      “I am Miss Elizabeth Bennet and my sisters are…” Elizabeth looked about the room but was suddenly filled with the hope that this Duke Darcy had yet to come across the youngest, for all their sakes. “My sisters are here somewhere. Welcome to Meryton, Duke Darcy. What brings you all the way to our small village?”

      When Darcy smiled at her she could have sworn that she saw his teeth sparkle in the candlelight.

      “A friend led me to believe my assistance was needed in a very important matter,” he said, casting a quick glance in the direction of Miss Caroline Bingley, “but it seems the matter was not of any importance at all. I fear I will not be able to stay in Meryton long, but circumstances require I remain a day or two more before I can return to Pemberley. Will I be seeing you again, Miss Bennet?”

      Every eye that had previously cast upon Duke Darcy was now looking very intently at Elizabeth. She was afraid that no answer she could give would satisfy her gossiping neighbors. If she said yes, they would think her forward and flirtatious. If she said no, cold and unfriendly. She was forced to pick the least offensive of the two options.

      “You would be most welcome at Longbourn for tea tomorrow afternoon,” she said as plainly as she could, wishing to hide how nervous she was. Darcy laughed lightly at the suggestion; she did not know whether or not to take it as a personal slight.

      “Tea would be lovely, Miss Bennet,” he answered seductively, “but I fear I will be occupied until the evening. Let me speak to my hosts and see if we might have a bit of a late supper together.”

      He did not give Elizabeth a chance to answer; instead, he excused himself from the group of people who surrounded him and slipped away from the crowd. As soon as he left the assembly room, she felt that same pull again, the one that felt as if a rope had been tied between Duke Darcy and herself…

      And there was nothing she could do to fight it as she followed him into the garden.
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      The garden outside of the assembly house was lit only by the moon, which shimmered off the mist that had settled on the garden floor. At first, Elizabeth saw no one, and thought perhaps that she was wrong about Darcy’s departure.

      “Are you looking for me, Miss Bennet?”

      His voice was like honey, his breath cool like a spring morning. Elizabeth shivered again and this time, she knew he saw. She could feel him smiling, even from behind her.

      “Perhaps, I was. Or perhaps I was just in need of a breath of air,” she lied unconvincingly. Darcy walked around her, never touching her, but leaving the sensation of his touch behind on every inch of her skin. When he finally stopped in front of her, he was smiling in such a way that it made her knees weak. It was a shy smile for such a powerful man; Elizabeth found herself wishing to kiss his full, soft lips. Suddenly, he smiled even wider, as if he knew what she’d been thinking.

      Does he know what I’ve been thinking? No, that is preposterous. Do be serious, Elizabeth.

      “Was it so bad to have found me as well? Would you prefer your privacy?”

      “No,” Elizabeth answered with too much haste. “It is a pleasant surprise, of course. You are staying at Netherfield while you are here? I am surprised that Mister Bingley did not saying anything to my sister of your arrival.”

      “It was quite sudden,” he said, holding out his arm to lead her around the garden. “Shall we walk, Miss Bennet? The moon is so lovely tonight that it would be a shame to waste it.”

      Elizabeth slipped her arm through his without an answer and they began to walk through the silent garden. As he held on to her, it was almost as if she could hear the blood flowing through her body. She could hear the beat of her heart. And yet, his… he seemed to be so peaceful. So silent. It was intoxicating, like the richest port.

      “Duke Darcy, I must ask you a question. There is something different about you than all the other men. Surely you have heard this before.”

      He smiled at her once again.

      “Am I? How am I different Miss Bennet?”

      Elizabeth could not help but laugh, though she knew quite well he was not making a joke.

      “Come now, Duke Darcy. You must be aware of your presence, your style. It is quite unusual, especially in the country. I feel as if you have wandered in from the pages of a book.”

      The pair walked into a rose garden so filled with the blooms that the smell of roses made Elizabeth swoon. Darcy walked them to a stone bench in the center of the rose garden and aided her in sitting down before she tumbled.

      “If I come from a book, Miss Bennet, tell me how this passage will end…”

      When he knelt down and kissed her hand again, she felt his teeth brush against her skin and for one fleeting moment, she thought he might bite her…

      And the idea sounded appealing.

      Now, if ever, she truly hoped Duke Darcy could not read her mind...
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      “Duke Darcy,” Elizabeth whispered, “What if someone should see us?”

      Darcy responded with a sly smile.

      “What if I could assure you that no one would see us, no matter what we might do?”

      “How could you possibly make a promise like that, Duke Darcy? It is quite impossible.”

      Even as she said the words, the mist on the ground seemed to grow and change. It was thick and smelled of the roses that surrounded them; Elizabeth grew dizzy from the scent. She felt as if all of her inhibitions were drifting away and the only thing left was her unexpected desire for the handsome, strange man in front of her.

      “Do you believe we can be seen through the fog, Miss Bennet?” Darcy asked with furrowed brow, as if he was intent now. His seriousness almost made her giggle after how jovial he was before.

      “I can only just see you, Duke Darcy. I would be surprised if the guests could see the garden at all.”

      Darcy reached up and pushed a strand of hair from Elizabeth’s forehead, his fingertips brushing her bare neck and shoulder as he passed by her. She could feel his touch in every inch of her body and it confused and delighted her at the same time.

      “I am glad you joined me out here, Miss Bennet. I did not understand why you sat all alone for so long. Every man in Meryton must be fighting for your hand,” he said as he
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