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1
Dedication

To my friend, Zoe
 Thank you for your encouragement and patience and for believing I could finish that chapter or fix that issue when I was not certain I could.
 







Prologue

October 1811
 Not handsome enough but with fine eyes? Mr. Bennet chuckled to himself as he tucked himself away in the corner of the drawing room at Lucas Lodge. From here he could keep an eye on his daughters and listen to various conversations as people moved from place to place. Most of them would, at one point or another, pass through the door near him to the room beyond where there was a table laid out with various forms of refreshment.
 He chuckled again as he repeated Mr. Darcy’s comment to Miss Bingley to himself. Fine eyes, indeed! His Lizzy possessed the most expressive eyes of any lady Mr. Bennet had ever met. One look let you know quite clearly what she was thinking.
 “Fine eyes,” he muttered. It was as he had suspected when he had first met Mr. Darcy ─ Elizabeth would make him a fine wife. It had not taken long for that reserved and well-educated gentleman to fall under the spell of a lady whose mind was just as astute as his own. Not handsome enough? The man must have been in some foul mood to have spoken so harshly and, he added with some force to himself, wrongly. Elizabeth was not Jane, but she was by no means lacking in beauty.
 But that was the fly in the ointment. Elizabeth had heard the slight Mr. Darcy had made at the assembly and taken such a strong disliking to the man. Mr. Bennet sighed and shook his head. He knew that bringing the two together would be quite the undertaking ─ excessively difficult but utterly necessary if he wished to see Elizabeth well-matched and happy. Mr. Darcy was, in every way that Mr. Bennet could determine, the gentleman who was his daughter’s equal.
 “I tried to arrange a dance between them,” said Sir William as he handed his long-time friend a glass of lemonade. “But, she is quite set against him, it seems.”
 “I saw,” Mr. Bennet replied. “And then I heard him mention her fine eyes.”
 “Indeed?”
 Bennet nodded. “Miss Bingley is quite put out by the comment. I do not envy his position of having an unhappy woman yapping at his elbow.” He raised his eyebrows and smirked as he took a sip of his drink.
 Sir William lifted his glass in salute. “Hear, hear. I have had it happen a time or two in the past eight and twenty years myself. There is nothing quite like the continual complaining of a disgruntled woman robed in supposed humour to try one’s nerves.”
 “He is a patient one. I am sure I could not abide Miss Bingley’s comments so graciously as he.” Mr. Bennet shifted in his chair. “It is a good sign, for if he can tolerate Miss Bingley in a fit of pique, he should be able to handle my Lizzy.”
 “Aye, he should, but Lizzy’s tongue and mind are a bit sharper. And her opinions are not so easily swayed.” There was a hint of caution in Sir William’s voice.
 Mr. Bennet knew that his friend agreed with him about Mr. Darcy and Elizabeth making a fine match. That had not, however, stopped Sir William from voicing his concern, repeatedly, that Elizabeth could not be swayed from her current dislike of the gentleman.
 “She will come around, although,” Mr. Bennet drew out the word and lowered his voice, “that may not happen until after they are married.”
 Sir William laughed. “Exactly how do you propose we get her to marry him when she does not like him? Surely, you would not suggest a compromise?”
 Mr. Bennet tapped his finger against the side of his glass. “I would do almost anything to assure the happiness of my Lizzy, even if it meant bearing her anger and forcing her hand.”
 He watched Elizabeth, who was talking intently to her dear friend, Charlotte Lucas. He smiled as she sneaked a third glance at Mr. Darcy. If Mr. Bennet was not mistaken, and he rarely was when it came to understanding Elizabeth, she was fascinated by the man from Derbyshire. It was a fascination that he was certain was foreign to her.
 “I pray it does not come to it, but if a compromise is necessary, can I count on your assistance?”
 Sir William studied his friend and then Elizabeth for a moment. “You are convinced she will be happy?”
 “Completely.”
 Sir William sighed. It was a sound of resignation and the same one he always made when he was about to bow to Mr. Bennet’s wishes.
 “Then, my friend,” he said, “I will happily assist you with whatever you need.”
 







Chapter 1

November 26, 1811
 The music swirled about Elizabeth as she completed the final few steps of the dance. As the last notes of the song faded into the expanse of Netherfield’s ballroom, she dipped a curtsey and moved silently away from her dancing partner. The swirling feeling, however, did not die with the music.
 From the corner of her eye, she could see Miss Bingley moving toward her. Speaking to anyone, let alone Miss Bingley, was not something she wished to do at present, so seeing an opportunity to slip away from the crowds, she took it. She smiled at her father as she slid behind him and out of the room into the hallway.
 Assuring herself that no one had seen her escape, she hurried to the library. A need for solitude and a place to gather her thoughts and sort through the strange feelings that had her nerves all aflutter consumed her. Quietly, she clicked the door shut behind her and retrieved a book of poetry from the shelf. It was one of the books she had enjoyed reading when she had stayed here to tend to her sister.
 ~*~
 Darcy watched Miss Elizabeth slip off her shoes and tuck her small feet under her skirts as she curled into her chair and flipped the pages of her book. His own book lay open on his lap, but not one word had entered his mind for it was filled with the lady who now presented such a charming picture before him.
 This, he thought to himself, this is how an evening at home should be spent. The thought both shocked and pleased him. He shook his head and smiled, for he could not help it even in his unsettled state of mind. Thoughts of Miss Elizabeth often led him to smile. He allowed himself several moments to consider her and play again in his mind many of their interactions before he turned his mind to his book.
 As fair as thou, my bonnie lass, 
 So deep in luve am I; 
 And I will love thee still, my dear, 
 Till a’ the seas gang dry.[1]
 Darcy closed the book. So deep in love am I. The words of Mr. Burns’ poem repeated themselves in his mind. He tipped his head to the right as he once again studied his reading companion and the truth of those words from the poem repeated themselves once again in his mind. So deep in love am I. That must be what ailed him. His disquiet, his agitation of spirit, his joy in having her near, and his torment when hearing her speak of another were not symptoms that his heart might be in danger of being engaged, as he had thought, but rather they were signs that it was already engaged and, he feared, to an unalterable extent.
 Softly, he lay his book on the table next to his chair and rose to leave. He would return later to retrieve the book so that he might ponder the words and what he was to do about his heart.
 ~*~
 Elizabeth glanced up at Darcy as he walked to the door and flipped yet another unread page. The book had not been able to capture her mind or quiet her spirit. The room still spun slowly, her heart still fluttered, and her eyes were drawn of their own accord to the man sitting across the room from her. Perhaps once he took his leave of the room, she would be able to find the peace she sought.
 She turned her mind back to her book; but it was of no use, the desire to read seemed to be leaving with Mr. Darcy. So, she stood, smoothed her skirts, and slipped her feet into her slippers.
 The door opened as Darcy reached it, and Elizabeth’s aunt, Mrs. Philips, entered. She looked from Mr. Darcy to Elizabeth, who was still smoothing her skirts, and then peered around the room as if searching for someone or something. Her eyes grew wide, and her hand flew to her chest.
 “Oh,” she said. “Oh, my. Oh, Lizzy. And…and Mr. Darcy.” She spun on her heels and very nearly ran from the room. “Mr. Bennet,” she called. “Mr. Bennet, you are needed.”
 The horror of what her aunt must think washed over Elizabeth. “I must stop her,” she said as she moved toward the door, but Darcy stopped her. She looked first at the hand which lay on her arm and then to the face of the owner of that hand.
 “The damage has already been done,” he said softly. “If you follow after her, she will only make a greater spectacle when she either scolds or questions you. It is best to await your father here.” He led her back to her chair. Reluctantly, it seemed, he let go of her arm as she took a seat. “Are you well?” he asked.
 “I hardly know,” she replied. Thoughts of the things her aunt might be saying filled her mind. She sought a solution, an explanation that might explain her current circumstances in such a way as to repair her reputation. She knew that once her aunt spun the tale to one and all about the few seconds of what she had seen in the library, her reputation would be well and truly tarnished. Aunt Philips was the worst gossip.
 She watched Mr. Darcy pace around the room and replied to his inquiries after her health each time he asked if she was well. He sat for a moment but stood again and resumed his pacing, which only stopped when her father entered. Then she noted how very rigid his stance became. She could only imagine he was just as unhappy about their current situation as she was.
 “Papa,” she said rising and going to him, “it is not how my aunt presented it.”
 Her father pulled her into his embrace.
 “I have no doubt of that, but it is not about what has happened. It is about what others think has happened.” He spoke gently to her as if attempting to keep the horrible reality of the situation in which she found herself from causing her too much pain. “I do not doubt your honour, but you know how the gossips work.”
 ~*~
 He released her from his arms and grasping her chin, forced her to look at him. The anguish in her eyes was nearly his undoing. “Have a seat while we discuss what can be done to save your reputation,” he faltered for a moment before adding what he knew would play most heavily upon her heart, “and the reputation of our family.” He clenched his jaw as he saw her eyes grow wide and fill with tears. This needed to be done. She would be happy eventually.
 “There is only one option, sir.” Mr. Darcy pulled Mr. Bennet’s attention away from Elizabeth.
 “I must marry your daughter. My reputation may be tainted slightly by a situation such as this, but the damage that would be done to Miss Elizabeth….”
 He let his thought fade away and stood there, silently, waiting as Mr. Bennet gave him a sweeping glance from head to foot and back again. It was good to see he had not overestimated Mr. Darcy’s honour. That would make things somewhat easier.
 “I believe you have the right of it, Mr. Darcy. There seem to be few other options. I know my wife’s sister is not one to keep a story such as this to herself. I fear the entirety of Mr. Bingley’s guests has already come to know about this supposed compromise.” He emphasized the word supposed to let both Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy know that he did not believe a compromise had actually taken place.
 “No, Papa, please,” she begged him. He could see the panic that gripped Elizabeth for it was etched in her expression, and it tore at his heart.
 “Elizabeth, there is no other option. You will marry Mr. Darcy.” His voice was gentle but firm, and he used her full name instead of Lizzy so that she would know there was no hope of his changing his mind.
 “No,” she said softly as she buried her face in her hands and allowed the tears she had been fighting to fall.
 He put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close and placed a kiss on her hair. “My dear daughter, it is for the best. Aunt Philips is not known for her discretion, and the story of your being alone in the library with Mr. Darcy will be circulated, and embellishments will be added. Your betrothal is all that will save your reputation. We must also think of your sisters.”
 Her shoulders shook as she sobbed quietly, but she nodded her head as if she understood the reality of the situation.
 Mr. Bennet swallowed the lump in his throat and strengthened his resolve as he reminded himself that this was for the best, even if his heart broke at seeing her so unhappy.
 “It will be a good thing, Lizzy. I know you do not see it now, but I truly believe there is no one better suited to you than Mr. Darcy.” He a second kiss on the top of her head. “Dry your eyes.” He gave her hand a squeeze as he stood to address Mr. Darcy. “I do not question your honour. I am convinced this is nothing more than an unfortunate chain of events, but the gossip will not present it as such.” His conscience pricked him as he said it. Truly, it was not Darcy’s honour he questioned as much as his own.
 “How shall we proceed?” Darcy’s voice was tight.
 “It might be best if we give everyone time to adjust to the sudden circumstances,” suggested Sir William, who had only moments ago, joined them in the library. “A meeting could be arranged for tomorrow.”
 “That is an excellent idea, I should think,” Mr. Bennet agreed. A few hours to accept the reality of what was their future would make any further discussions less fraught with emotions – or so he hoped. “Do you agree, Mr. Darcy?”
 Darcy nodded his acceptance before asking, “May I have a few moments with Miss Elizabeth before she leaves?”
 Mr. Bennet gave him a sympathetic smile, “I think that is acceptable to allow.”
 The request, coupled with the look of concern on Darcy’s face, eased his mind a bit. His daughter would be loved. Indeed, it appeared she already was. If only she could see past her first impression of the gentleman.
 Mr. Bennet had attempted to paint Darcy in a favourable light, but no matter how hard he had tried, Elizabeth had clung to her opinion that Darcy was proud and disdained everything about her, her family, and the neighbourhood. She was wrong, of course. He had done some shooting with Darcy and Bingley and had found both gentlemen to be pleasant; although, Darcy was more reserved and thoughtful.
 He pulled the door closed as he and Sir William entered the hall.
 “We have done what is best, have we not?” Mr. Bennet looked to his friend for reassurance.
 Sir William shrugged. “Whether it is best or not, it is done. We must trust that they will eventually be happy together.” He leaned against the door frame across from Mr. Bennet. “Consider the facts. Collins was set to make an offer which would have led to a great upheaval in your household when Elizabeth refused him ─ for you know she would.”
 Mr. Bennet nodded his agreement. Elizabeth had made her dislike for the gentleman perfectly clear to everyone save to her mother and Mr. Collins.
 Sir William continued, “Then, there were Miss Bingley’s comments about quitting the neighbourhood. That will not happen so quickly now, which will give Jane a greater chance of being happily matched. After all, news of one wedding often leads to news of others. And,” he held up his finger to highlight the point, “it would be desirable to Bingley to be closely related to Darcy. His standing would increase and the felicity between their wives would serve both men well.” He shifted and crossed one leg over the other. “There is also the fact that Mr. Wickham has been showing particular attention to Elizabeth, and from rumors I have heard, he is not the sort of man a father wishes to have pay court to his daughter.” He sighed. “There are no guarantees, but I do believe your choice will prove to be best…in time.”
 Mr. Bennet leaned his head back and closed his eyes. He prayed that he had made the right choice and that, one day, his daughter and his new son would forgive him for his interference.
 
	Burns, Robert, and Anonymous. "A DAY WITH THE POET BURNS." The Project Gutenberg EBook of A Day with the Poet Burns by Anonymous. Project Gutenberg, 15 Feb. 2011. Web. Poem quoted is "My Luve is Like a Red, Red Rose." Book originally published by Hodder and Stoughton, London. ↵










Chapter 2

Within the library, Darcy cautiously took a seat next to Miss Elizabeth. He longed to pull her to his chest and assure her all would be well, but he could not. Instead, he placed his handkerchief in her lap, giving her the only token of his care that he was allowed.
 She took the piece of cloth and dried her eyes as she mumbled her thanks. Then with a slight shake of her head to gain control of her emotions, she spoke. “I am so very sorry. I should not have come in here. But the people and the noise and the…” Her control failed, and she slipped back into tears.
 “It was overwhelming.” Darcy grasped his knee so that he would not take her hand. Those were the very reasons he had sought refuge in the library. Those and the wish to contemplate the desire to relieve Wickham of his life which had overtaken him during his and Miss Elizabeth’s dance. It was a desire he had felt once before but never with such intensity as when he considered Elizabeth being taken in by the wastrel.
 She nodded. “And now you are tied to me because I allowed my desire for solace to overwhelm my good sense.” She buried her face in his handkerchief. “I am so very sorry, but my family…my sisters…” The words were muffled somewhat by the cloth she held to her face.
 “No, I should have made my presence known or left as soon as you entered, but I chose to stay.” Colour crept up his neck. He prayed she would not ask him why he had made that choice.
 She shook her head. “I knew you were there. I chose to ignore propriety. Oh, what you must think of me!” Though she had uncovered her face, her eyes were still firmly focused on the handkerchief which she wound in her hands.
 “And what you must think of me.” He gave her a gentle smile as she peeked up at him. “We both chose to ignore propriety.”
 She nodded.
 “But, what concerns me more is that you find the prospect of marriage to me to be so horrible as to bring you to tears. Surely, I cannot be that bad.” There was a hint of uncertainty in his voice which made the statement sound more like a question than a statement.
 Elizabeth looked at her hands again. How did one tell the man you were to marry that although he stirred deep and strong emotion in you, you were not sure if you even liked him? “It is the shock of the situation, I am sure,” she mumbled.
 “Of course,” he agreed, although she suspected he did not. They passed a very long and strained moment in silence. “You have not yet deciphered my character. You do not trust me.” There was that uncertainty in his voice again though it sounded more pained than questioning this time.
 “I can neither trust nor distrust you, sir,” she said. For some reason, she felt a need to ease his discomfort.
 “We do not need to marry immediately. How long would you like for our betrothal to be?”
 She shrugged, but her mind whirled. Her mother would be unbearable and the whispering in Meryton would follow her wherever she went. While the thought of marrying a man she barely knew frightened her more than she was willing to admit even to herself, she knew that remaining in Meryton and at Longbourn would be just as unbearable.
 “There are at least three readings. I see no reason to delay it beyond that. I know you are anxious to quit the neighbourhood.”
 “I admit that I would prefer to be in more familiar and comfortable surroundings, but I am more concerned that you be at ease.”
 She peeked at him once again, her brows furrowed as they had during their dance when she questioned him. He smiled. “I can see you are once again trying to read my character. I promise to answer any questions you may have, but there will be no reading of the banns. We will marry by special license.”
 Her eyes widened. “Why?”
 “My aunt.” He gave her a wry smile. “Mr. Collins’ patroness,” he rolled his eyes, and she caught a laugh just before it burst forth, “Lady Catherine de Bourgh is, as I am sure your cousin has made you aware, my aunt.”
 “And this demands a special license?” The handkerchief lay
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