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Twenty-Three Years Ago

My Dearest Catherine,


How wonderful to hear of little Anne’s improvement. You must be overjoyed with relief. As I have long endured the same ailment as troubles my dear niece, though never so severely as she, I understand how the child must suffer. It brings joy to my heart to know she improves, and that improvement is indeed possible.

On which vein, I feel compelled to ask, would you share Dr. Herrington’s expertise? His remedies? Perhaps they would provide some relief or recourse for me. I would love to give George another son, someone for our little Fitzwilliam to play with other than the steward’s boy, who is an unfit companion, no matter how my husband dotes upon him. Yet, I find I am generally in a state of health too precarious to manage the task, though I have come near at times. 

Trust that I understand how important Dr. Herrington’s presence is by my niece’s side, but please consider my request. You know I would not ask were it not so important to me, and to George. 

Your loving sister,

Lady Anne Darcy



Lady Catherine de Bourgh raised her gaze from the letter, lips pursed. In years past, she would readily have declared her sister to hold paramount importance in her heart, but that was before being blessed with a daughter. Anne, named after Catherine’s most beloved sister, now took precedence. Over Lady Anne. Over Catherine’s husband, Sir Lewis. Over any and all things.

Laughter rang out, bubbling in through the window beyond Catherine’s desk. Anne, playing in the garden with her maids. Sturdy enough now to run, though Catherine wished she would not. She would speak to the girls. Remind them that Anne must be kept to a walk. Catherine hadn’t scoured country and Continent, brought the very best doctor, and watched as Anne struggled to achieve better health, only to see her trip and come to harm.

A light breeze meandered through the open panes to ruffle Catherine’s curls. More of Anne’s laughter followed, accompanied by a squeal of delight. Catherine smiled. Unable to curtail her daughter’s joy quite yet, she dropped her attention back to her sister’s letter. 

Lady Anne had been ill always, it was true. Growing up, Catherine recalled countless days spent at her sister’s bedside, reading to her because she was too unwell to rise, or to even hold a book. But her sister had fought back. She’d triumphed over the illness for long enough to wed George Darcy, a wealthy landholder in Derbyshire. Not titled, but no titled man would take a sickly wife, too much in need of an heir. George Darcy had been happy to acquire the connections their family brought, and seemed truly enamored with his ethereal, willowy bride. 

When their son Fitzwilliam was born, at nearly the same time as little Anne, Catherine had entertained the hope that, through some miracle, her sister was finally cured, but it was not to be. Worse, Catherine’s daughter showed signs of the same ailment that had always plagued her sister. The strange weakness. The loss of appetite. The inability to keep food down. The pallor and frailty. 

It wasn’t fair, because little Fitzwilliam remained strong and Catherine had never been touched by the malady. Why should it pass to her Anne and not to the boy? Why skip Catherine but appear in her precious daughter?

Rhyming lyrics reached her ears, Anne’s maids singing along with her in a cheerful rendition of the five-year-old’s favorite song. A children’s rhyme Catherine had taught her daughter. Catherine squeezed her eyes closed, recalling singing that same song over and over with her sister. Pain tightened her throat.

Opening her lids, she reached for a clean page and picked up her pen to dip it into ink. Her hand hovered over the blank sheet. Surely, with Anne so improved, Dr. Herrington could be spared for a short while to go to Derbyshire. 

But what if Anne relapsed? What if she fell ill while Herrington was away? 

Catherine’s hand didn’t move. Her gaze went from the page, out the window to the garden where her daughter sang, and back. In her mind she saw the joys of now and those of the past. If only she could see into the future as well, she would know whether to send Herrington to Pemberley to her sister, or to keep him at Rosings with her daughter.

Finally, lips pressed into a firm line, Lady Catherine began to write.
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Present Day

Fitzwilliam Darcy lowered his book to his knee, trying to turn the page one-handed in the jostling carriage. His other hand, or rather his arm, was wrapped around five-year-old Fitz, who slept tucked peacefully to Darcy’s side. Reading was a pleasant way to pass the carriage ride, but not so important as the slumber of his son.

Across from him, seated on one side of her Aunt Georgiana, his middle child, Laurel, swung her feet, face angled to the window. Her eyes looked far away, and Darcy didn’t think the seven-year-old saw anything without. Laurel’s mind often wandered the paths of her imagination. Sometimes that troubled Darcy but what to do about it, he’d no idea. Certainly, he wouldn’t consult his mother. Lady Anne’s parenting advice rarely proved sound.

“How do you like the Hertfordshire countryside thus far, Bee?” Georgiana asked Darcy’s eldest, seated on her other side.

A very severe nine, she turned to her aunt with annoyance. “It’s Beatrice, Aunt Georgiana. Would you care for me calling you Aunt Georgie?”

Seven years older than Darcy’s eldest, Georgiana used to be worshiped by the younger girl and was having trouble adjusting to Beatrice’s recent strides into growing up. “I wouldn’t mind at all. You used to call me that.”

Beatrice sniffed and said, “I used to be a child,” then turned to look out the window.

Darcy caught his sister’s eye and shook his head. Commenting that Beatrice was still a child would only end in screeching...as he’d discovered already. Georgiana grimaced at him and Darcy shrugged slightly in reply. He didn’t care for the change in his daughter either. They both knew it to be the result of their mother’s influence. 

Lady Anne, previously dedicated to ignoring the existence of grandchildren she deemed unworthy, had recently decided to take an interest in Beatrice. She’d declared Bee a suitable candidate for her attention and proclaimed that she would mold her into a proper young woman. Darcy readily recalled the red that had risen to Georgiana’s cheeks when their mother had added, ‘And this time, I won’t have a recalcitrant nature to contend with, endlessly undermining my attempts.’ Likely Georgiana thought on the same conversation, for her entire countenance drooped.

Beatrice, unaware of the turmoil of her elders, turned back from her scrutiny of the view. She angled her nose into the air, a habit fostered by Lady Anne, and said, “I believe the countryside of Hertfordshire to be adequate, Aunt Georgiana.”

“Only?” Georgiana looked out the window over Bee’s curl-bedecked head. “I find it quite lovely. I will enjoy drawing and painting it during our stay.”

“Drawing and painting are suitable occupations for a young woman,” Beatrice recited importantly. “I may prevail upon you for instruction so my accomplishments do not suffer at being confined to this rusticated environment.” She stumbled over the words ‘rusticated environment’ but otherwise mimicked Lady Anne perfectly. 

“I would enjoy drawing and painting with you,” Georgiana answered.

“That is, if no one more skilled is available,” Beatrice continued. “Which there will not be. We are visiting people who come from trade.” With that last, she leveled a disappointed look on Darcy, the expression an exact mirror of the one used by his mother when he’d informed her of the trip.

Darcy raised his book and returned to reading. He planned to enjoy his friend Bingley’s invitation for so long as possible. At the very least, through Christmastide. Perhaps some time away from Lady Anne, residing with people his mother wouldn’t deign to visit, would return his little Bee to normal. Certainly, Georgiana could use the respite from their mother’s constant disapproval, and Darcy from Lady Anne’s mounting pressure, now that his first wife was gone and his year of mourning long over, that he marry his cousin Anne de Bourgh. 

Behind the screen of his book, Darcy squeezed his eyes closed. He hadn’t meant to marry Juliet, but they’d made the best of their life together. She’d given him an heir and, for a time, his mother and aunt’s constant pressure for him to marry Anne had come to an end. Juliet had given Darcy that.

Had they been happy? Yes, so long as they led their separate lives. Unfortunately, her life had included George Wickham, who’d always encouraged her wild streak. The one that had found her and Darcy wed in the first place, and the one that led to her galloping about the countryside, taking risky jumps, and dead.

“You’re squeezing me,” Fitz mumbled, lifting his head, then curled back into a ball on the seat at Darcy’s side.

Darcy loosened the arm he wrapped about his son. He gave up attempting to read the latest innovations in husbandry and turned his attention out the same window as his middle child, asking, “And what do you think of the countryside hereabouts, Laurel?”

Laurel didn’t answer, stubby legs swinging. Darcy realized she either hummed or sang under her breath, but couldn’t make out which.

Bee leaned forward to look around Georgiana. “Laurel, Father asked you a question,” she said, voice penetrating in the confines of the carriage.

Fitz lifted his head again. “Bee, I’m sleeping.”

“It’s Beatrice,” Bee reiterated, her voice barely shy of a shriek.

Laurel turned to look at them all, blinking large blue eyes reminiscent of her mother. “I beg your pardon, Papa.”

Darcy mustered a smile for his ethereal middle child. “As do I, for interrupting your thoughts. I merely inquired as to your liking of the Hertfordshire countryside.”

“It’s full of magic. I can tell.” She turned back to the window.

Beatrice sniffed in disdain, another habit Darcy decidedly wished his mother hadn’t fostered in the girl.

“Stop sniffing,” Fitz said, sitting up to rub his eyes with balled fists. “You’re always sniffing, Bee. Are you sickly like Aunt Anne?”

“It’s Beatrice,” Bee shrieked.

Georgiana winced. Laurel turned from the window again, eyes wide, legs still.

Darcy frowned at his eldest. “That is not an acceptable tone for inside a carriage, Beatrice. Or for any occasion.”

Beatrice’s lower lip jutted out. She squeezed her features tight, suppressing whatever emotion his reprimand evoked. Finally, under the weight of his gaze, she muttered, “Yes, Father.”

“What if someone was taking her away?” Laurel asked softly. “She could scream if someone was taking her away.”

Darcy turned his frown on her and she dropped her gaze to her lap, twining her fingers. “No one is taking anyone away,” he assured her.

“Mama went away,” Fitz said.

“That was an accident,” Darcy said calmly. They’d had this discussion many times but his children were understandably fixated on the incident. “No one took her away.” If anything, Juliet had removed herself from their lives, through her continued impetuous behavior. What mother of three rode wildly through the countryside, jumping walls, brooks and ravines?

“She went riding with Uncle Wickham,” Beatrice said, voice and face normal again. “She fell. It was a very tragic accident.” 

Those words, too, were Lady Anne’s. Darcy gave silent thanks that Bee didn’t mimic, hopefully didn’t notice or understand, the smug undercurrent in his mother’s voice each time she said them. Lady Anne hadn’t wanted a seventeen-year-old Darcy to do right by Juliet, her pregnancy the disastrous result of his one night of youthful indiscretion, a desperate act of rebellion against the pressure to marry his cousin Anne de Bourgh. His mother had wanted Juliet, daughter of a nearby landholder, paid off and their child sent to distant Welsh relations, but Darcy had refused. 

And never regretted the decision. True, he and Juliet had found little common ground, his single injudicious night an aberration for him, but her enthusiastic participation indicative of her wild nature. She’d been faithful to him, though, and done her duty in producing an heir for his house. As a mother, she had been rather uninvolved for his liking, but his children had him, his sister, nursemaids and, until recently, a nanny. They didn’t lack for love.

Juliet had been easy enough to reside with and a good influence on Darcy’s longtime friend, George Wickham. A sort of bridge between George’s too careless ways and Darcy’s more rigid ones. Deeply troubled by her death, Wickham had eventually given up the cloth, asking Darcy to exchange the living Darcy’s father had left him for a commission in the army, where he could hope to see battle on the Continent. Darcy’s cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam, slightly older and well respected by both Darcy and Wickham, had talked Wickham into a colonelship in the militia instead. Grief, Richard said, was not a good reason to go to war.

Darcy was glad Richard had stepped in. Juliet would have wanted him to talk Wickham out of going to fight Napoleon, but Darcy had been too beleaguered, with his three grieving children and his own chaotic feelings. Not to mention staving off his mother’s and aunt’s renewed demands. 

Lady Anne had despised Juliet, and the feeling had been quite mutual, which hadn’t troubled Darcy at all. While his night of indiscretion had cost him the opportunity to find a wife who would be a boon to him, mind and heart, at least he’d transgressed with a woman strong willed enough to stand up to his mother, and his Aunt Catherine. 

“Nanny Younge went away too,” Fitz said into the silence of the carriage, now quite awake.

“That’s not the same,” Bee said in haughty tones. “Nanny Younge isn’t dead. Father sent her away for in-propriate behavior.”

Fitz turned to look up at him. “What’s in-pro-prate behavior, Papa?”

Across from Darcy, Georgiana’s cheeks went pink.

“It’s when you do something bad,” Laurel said, once more kicking her feet.

“What did Nanny Younge do bad?” Fitz asked.

Georgiana went redder still, as well she might. Mrs. Younge had been fired for helping her sneak out to meet a gentleman that past summer, and Georgiana not even sixteen then. His sister still wouldn’t name her paramour, but she assured them nothing more than conversation had taken place between them. That indiscretion, Darcy had agreed with his mother in hushing up.

His words slow with care, Darcy said, “Nanny Younge fostered a relationship that she’d no right to foster.”

“What’s foster?” Fitz asked.

“To foster something is to encourage it.”

Fitz became thoughtful, likely seeking a new question. He loved to question.

“What relationship did she encourage?” Bee asked, eyes alight with interest.

“That is a matter for adults,” Darcy replied.

All three of his children sighed. Once Darcy labeled something a matter for adults, he never relented. Laurel turned back to the window and her nearly silent singing. Bee twisted a curl around her finger, her expression one of deep thought. Fitz pulled out two chess knights from his pockets and made them race up and down Darcy’s coat sleeve. Darcy decided not to reprimand his son, yet again, for stealing the knights. Since Fitz got out of strings, Darcy had replaced the knights in the parlor chess set at Pemberley over a dozen times. He’d have to ensure that, if Netherfield Park had a chess set, all the knights were accounted for before they departed after Christmas. With a final glance out the window at the slowly passing countryside, Darcy took back up his book, ignoring the chess knights galloping on his coat sleeve.

Several hours later, the carriage turned off the roadway and up a drive. As they rounded the top curve, Darcy found the manor house of Netherfield Park, as Bingley had described it in his letter, a perfectly fine looking place. Three stories rose at the top of the drive, composing a boxy, slightly severe structure crafted from the dusty-colored local stone. What Darcy could see of the grounds as he disembarked appeared quite well maintained. It was good to stretch his legs as he and Georgiana marshaled his children, though he suspected his tired team felt the opposite. Grooms appeared to direct his driver and Darcy led the way up the unimposing front steps.

When they reached the top, a butler opened the door to reveal that Bingley’s younger sister, Miss Caroline Bingley, waited directly within. She stood situated to good effect in the center of the entrance hall, the light from a candle-filled chandelier brightening her skin and hair. Uncharitably, Darcy wondered for how long she’d debated exactly what to wear and where to stand. With Juliet nearly two years gone, it wasn’t only his mother and aunt who felt the time had come for him to remarry.

Miss Bingley hurried forward as Darcy removed his outerwear. “Mr. Darcy. Miss Darcy. Welcome. I trust you had a pleasant journey.”

“Miss Bingley,” he greeted. He’d found that the fewer words he used, the less various females would feel encouraged. 

“What a lovely estate your brother has found,” Georgiana said in a rush and Darcy imagined she’d been worrying over what to say for the past several miles, if not longer.

“Thank you, Miss Darcy. It’s not nearly so lovely as Pemberley, to be certain, but adequate for a rented property.”

“Yes,” Bee said with a sniff, behind Darcy. “Adequate.”

Miss Bingley’s welcoming expression turned brittle around the edges. “Your luggage and servants arrived over an hour ago. I wasn’t informed of a governess among them. Is she with you?”

Darcy shook his head. “She was let go this summer. I’m in the process of hiring a new one.” He had his man in London looking into his choice, a Mrs. Annesley, wanting to be doubly certain of her suitability after Mrs. Younge’s behavior. “Each of my daughters has a maid and Fitz a valet. They were among those who came ahead.” Not that he expected Miss Bingley to speak with servants. Or even give them orders. She would have the housekeeper manage any interactions with Darcy’s staff.

“Nanny Younge was in-pro-prate,” Fitz offered, peeking out from behind Darcy’s leg.

Miss Bingley looked down at him as one might a salamander but quickly marshaled a smile. “You must be little Fitz. You’ve the look of your father about you.”

Fitz ducked back behind Darcy.

“Yes, well,” Miss Bingley said, refocusing on him. “I can call your staff to take the children in hand while I show you and Miss Darcy to your rooms?”

“Our rooms aren’t by Papa’s room?” Laurel asked softly.

Miss Bingley looked questioningly at Darcy.

“Are our rooms together, Miss Bingley?” he repeated on behalf of his daughter. He’d instructed his staff to inform Netherfield’s staff that he wanted his children nearby.

“Certainly not. The housekeeper here came to me with some nonsense on that front, but I put an end to it. You know how simple rural staff can be.” She raised her gaze in silent supplication. “You and Miss Darcy are in the back wing, overlooking the gardens. The very best view.” She met his gaze squarely and continued, “Charles, the Hursts and I occupy the eastern wing, with my bedchamber nearest your wing.”

Darcy waited a moment to see if she meant to say more before asking, “And my children?”

“Oh, the western side.” She leaned forward, conspiratorially. “To neither be heard, nor hear.”

Meaning that she’d ignored his request entirely. “Very well. Lead on.”

Miss Bingley frowned. “The children?”

“Would care to see where Georgiana and I are and how to find our rooms from theirs.”

Miss Bingley nodded, though surprise shaded her features, and turned to lead the way up a broad flight of steps.

Darcy exchanged a pained look with his sister, then caught Bee studying his features and smoothed away the expression before following. The last thing he needed was his eldest deciding that she should treat Miss Bingley the way Lady Anne would.

He would simply have to see what had been arranged and ascertain how much trouble alterations would be. He was, after all, a guest. His hostess’s wishes must be adhered to, insomuch as was reasonable. Despite her tendency for snobbery and her machinations concerning his marital status, Miss Bingley generally proved reasonable. 

At least, she had in the past, before he’d become a widower. He’d found that his lack of a wife had a distinctly deleterious effect on the cognition of women. 
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Elizabeth Bennet stood beside her older sister Jane, watching the growing throng at the assembly with amused interest. The whole of Meryton was abuzz with the news of Mr. Bingley and the guests he’d invited from London. Several days ago, rumor had twelve well-dowered ladies joining Mr. Bingley in Hertfordshire, along with seven wealthy gentlemen. Elizabeth and Jane’s three younger sisters, all out and eager to wed, had despaired at such an unfortunate number of ladies, for the countryside about Meryton offered not even enough worthy gentlemen for those unattached misses already in residence. Then, the previous day, the rumor had worsened to Mr. Bingley’s five sisters and lone, impoverished male cousin. The wails of anguish had driven Elizabeth from the parlor. Now, the night of the assembly upon them, hardly a soul danced. Everyone waited in anticipation of the arrival of the party from Netherfield and a first glimpse of the true, final guest count.

“There. That must be Mr. Bingley,” Jane whispered, nodding to the entrance.

Elizabeth looked to see three gentlemen and three ladies, all dressed much more fashionably than anyone else in attendance. “Which one?”

“The one leading the way, I would think. He’s precisely as Papa described him.”

All three gentlemen, in fact the ladies as well, stood above average height. The one leading the way, as Jane put it, walked beside a cold-faced woman who bore him too much resemblance not to be a sister. Where her hauteur turned their shared handsomeness aloof, Mr. Bingley’s convivial mien rendered him comely. Behind them came a woman who bore the same familial resemblance, on the arm of a nondescript gentleman who, based on the way the two leaned their heads together to whisper, must be her husband. 

The final members of their company, Elizabeth observed with more acute interest. One, a young woman who appeared similar in age to Elizabeth’s youngest sister, Lydia, looked about with wary, apprehensive blue eyes. The remainder of her visage lacked striking beauty, but Elizabeth felt that with a touch more confidence and a less uneasy demeanor, she could be comely. Her figure as well seemed too gawky to be considered traditionally attractive but were she as young as Elizabeth suspected, she may well grow into her frame. 

The gentleman beside her, and the word ‘brother’ flitted through the room in feminine whispers possessed of distinct notes of relief and avarice, could be labeled as nothing short of handsome. Tall, broad of shoulder and even of features, his expression gave nothing away as to the quality of the character within that appealing form. His keen dark eyes, however, spoke of intelligence and Elizabeth concluded that convivial or not, he promised interesting discourse. 

“Look, Sir William and Papa are going to speak with them,” Jane said eagerly. “We will all be introduced.”

Their mother, a step behind their father with Lady Lucas, gestured to them with vigor.

“Yes. Let us go be introduced,” Elizabeth said, though she suspected Mrs. Bennet required Jane more than her. 

They cut through the throng, almost every eye in the hall turned to study the newcomers. The tallest, most handsome of the gentlemen observed the room, a slight frown marring his even features as he noted the attention riveted on him. His gaze caught on Elizabeth’s and fixed there. She cocked an eyebrow, urging him to note the impropriety of his stare. His frown intensified and he turned away to bow to Sir William and Lady Lucas. Elizabeth and Jane reached their parents as Sir William finished introducing his eldest daughter, Elizabeth’s dear friend Charlotte.

“It’s splendid to make your acquaintance,” Mr. Bingley said. “All of you. And this is my sis—” He broke off when he spotted Jane, the ability for speech deserting him.

Elizabeth’s older sister had that effect on people. Jane’s beauty and obvious amiability caused women to want to befriend her, but more often still, stunned gentlemen. Lovely, graceful, eminently pleasant and pleasing in all ways, Jane was everything a gentleman could wish for in a wife. Somehow, her sweet countenance revealed this at a glance. The only reason she’d yet to wed at two and twenty was that their mother had found no suitor worthy enough. On that, unlike most things, Elizabeth agreed completely with Mrs. Bennet. Jane was destined for more than a gentleman farmer.

With an irritated look at Mr. Bingley the woman beside him stepped forward slightly, nodding to Charlotte. “Miss Lucas, I’m Miss Caroline Bingley. May I present the remainder of our party? Our sister Mrs. Hurst and her husband, Mr. Hurst, as well as Mr. and Miss Darcy of Pemberley.”

Charlotte, older even than Jane and with nary a prospect, looked from Mr. Bingley to Elizabeth’s sister and back. With a wry twist of her lips, she said, “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, as well, Miss Bingley, and yours, Mr. Hurst, Mrs. Hurst, Mr. Darcy, Miss Darcy.”

Greetings continued as Elizabeth’s parents, then Jane, were introduced. Elizabeth’s younger sisters, Mary, Kitty and Lydia, arrived, lining up alongside her. Her introduction was lumped in with theirs in one long winded sentence by their mother. All the while, Mr. Darcy continued to frown, nodding at each name provided but saying nothing.

The moment the niceties concluded, Mr. Bingley took a half step to stand before Jane, effectively cutting Elizabeth’s father and Lady Lucas from the group. “Miss Bennet, may I have the honor of the next set?”

Jane smiled the same pleasant smile she always used, and addressed Mr. Bingley with the same courtesy she would any gentleman, saying, “I would be pleased, Sir.”

A sea of feminine gazes turned on Mr. Darcy. He stared back, his expression a cold mask. Miss Darcy’s elbow shot out and caught him in the arm. He turned his frown on her. Elizabeth couldn’t suppress a smile at the stern look Miss Darcy leveled on her brother. Apparently, her meekness did not extend to him.

The dour cast to his features drooping into resignation, Mr. Darcy turned to Charlotte. “Miss Lucas, I would be honored to escort you.”

“And I would be honored to accept, Mr. Darcy,” Charlotte replied with what Elizabeth felt to be considerable restraint, in that she revealed no umbrage at his coerced and lackluster offer. “Perhaps the following set? For the next, my attention is already claimed.”

Mr. Darcy nodded, obviously relieved. 

“I’m certain not all my girls have partners, Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth’s mother said with an ingratiating smile.

“What of you, Miss Elizabeth? Anyone to dance with?” Sir William looked from Elizabeth to Mr. Darcy. “Prettiest girl in all Hertfordshire, is she not, Mr. Darcy?”

“I couldn’t say,” Mr. Darcy replied in a tone devoid of inflection.

Sir William chuckled. “Well, I certainly can, and I do.”

Miss Darcy elbowed her brother again. Glancing between them, Miss Bingley frowned and somewhere behind Elizabeth, her youngest two sisters giggled.

Expression pained, Mr. Darcy turned to Elizabeth. “Would you care to dance, Miss Elizabeth?”

In view of his less than flattering tone, she considered turning him down. No doubt, he’d then end up dancing with Mary who, though she practiced with diligence, put on a rather dismal performance which brought no joy to her partners. A set with Mary seemed a fitting punishment for the rudeness inherent in his offers, both to Elizabeth and to Charlotte. But then, if Elizabeth refused, convention would see her sit out the remainder of the evening and she’d yet to dance even once.

Mr. Darcy’s eyebrows crept upward as Elizabeth’s silence drew out. Obviously, he was not accustomed to a woman weighing her response to his offer. Miss Darcy watched with wide eyes and Mr. Bingley’s sisters with matching snide twists to their lips.

“Of course Lizzy wants to dance with you,” Mrs. Bennet cried, the first to succumb to the tension Elizabeth’s silence created. “Tell Mr. Darcy you’ll dance with him, Elizabeth.”

Over her mother’s head, where he stood beside a serene Lady Lucas, Elizabeth caught her father’s amusement but she mustered a bland expression as she said, “I would be pleased to dance with you, Mr. Darcy.”

“Very good. It’s all arranged,” Sir William said with a broad smile. “Now for the young ladies. Where are those boys of mine?” He swiveled to look at his wife. “Lady Lucas, where are John and Paul?”

Alarm cut across Mr. Darcy’s features as he cast a worried look at his sister. 

Her burgeoning dislike for the gentleman softened by his solicitousness for his obviously much younger sister, Elizabeth stepped to his side to say softly, “John and Paul Lucas are considerate gentlemen.”

Mr. Darcy glanced down at her, appearing surprised. The musicians strummed a few bars, indicating a country reel about to begin.

“Well, never fear, Miss Bingley, Miss Darcy,” Sir William said. “I will locate them. If not for this set, then the next. You won’t want for partners here in Hertfordshire.”

Elizabeth felt that to be untrue as she found a great dearth of partners in their community, but saw no reason to make a correction. Jane walked past her on Mr. Bingley’s arm. Her sisters and Charlotte scattered, either seeking partners or to meet those they’d already arranged. 

Elizabeth raised an eyebrow, wondering if Mr. Darcy had somehow missed the musicians’ cue. “We do have some time while everyone gathers, but eventually we will be called on to dance, Mr. Darcy, and it would be much more convenient to do so over there, with the other dancers.”

Mouth pressed into a hard line, he offered his arm. 

Elizabeth placed a hand upon it. They strode through the room, pace leisurely as no one seemed in a great hurry to assemble. After giving him every chance to speak, as she’d assayed two statements as of yet unanswered by any attempts at discourse on his part, Elizabeth said, “I believe we are meant to take this opportunity to converse, that being the true goal of such occasions.”

He slanted a look at her. “I know very well what topic you wish to broach, Miss Elizabeth.”

“You do?” she asked, amused. “You must have a very keen mind and be most observant, to have known me for so short a time and yet already be able to guess my thoughts.”

They halted near Jane and Mr. Bingley, and Mr. Darcy turned to her. “I claim no such laudable qualities. I am merely well acquainted with the minds of your sex.”

He would lump her together with every woman of his acquaintance? Somehow, she suspected that wasn’t flattering. “On what, then, do I wish to question you, Sir?”

“The topics are varied but singular in their goal.”

She studied his handsome visage and well cut garments and could easily guess the goal, and so prompted, “And what are these tethered topics?”

“You might begin with talk of the weather, but you will build to an inquiry as to how my late wife died, and for how long she has been gone.” Voice so bitter as to near venomous, he continued, “If you are quite bold, which I suspect you are, you will, with whispered confidences crafted to inspire a sense of collusion, inquire if I cared for her.”

Elizabeth stared at him, somewhere between horrified and insulted. “Mr. Darcy, you may laud your ability to guess a woman’s mind after mere moments in her company, but I am possessed of no similar skill in divining nor dearth in manners.” 

A line marred his brow. “Meaning?”

“That I no more knew of your loss, for which you have my sympathies, than I would have any intention of asking you about such a tragedy.” 

He stared at her, nonplussed.

The musicians struck up the first cords. Elizabeth moved away to take her place. Jane gave her a radiant smile as the reel began.

Elizabeth concentrated on enjoying the dancing, for she did. Mr. Darcy, at least, made a fine partner. Spry in form if not in spirit. Farther down the line, a pinch-faced Miss Bingley partnered John Lucas and Miss Darcy danced with Paul. Though her apparent nervousness didn’t leave her, Miss Darcy danced nearly as well as her brother. 

The room about them resounded with chatter and music. Everywhere, people gabbed and smiled. Elizabeth resolved that she would finish her set with the prickly Mr. Darcy and go about her evening, not permitting his poor opinion of her sex in general, and perhaps herself in particular, to affect her at all. Nor, throughout their set, did she make any renewed effort to engage him. Likely, ‘twould be better if she never had occasion to speak with Mr. Darcy again. 
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Darcy opened his eyes, wondering what woke him. Across from the bed, the remnants of a fire smoldered, giving off faint light to a room that was still sufficiently warm for sleep. A glance at the window showed no hint of dawn behind the somewhat gauzy material of the curtains. Turning his head the other way, in the direction of the bedroom’s door, he found—

Fitz. Darcy’s five-year-old son stood beside the bed in his nightclothes, clutching one of Laurel’s stuffed toys, a rabbit. Fitz extracted a fluffy ear from his worrying teeth and said, “My room is too big.”

If anything, the rooms at Netherfield were smaller than those in Pemberley, but Darcy nodded.

Fitz gnawed on the stuffed rabbit’s ear for a moment, then extracted it again to say, “And empty.”

That, Darcy could readily see. The rooms Miss Bingley had assigned his children, all in the same hall but none near each other, as one might space adult guests, each held a large four poster bed, a wardrobe, a dressing table with a chair, and a rug. Nothing else. Not even paintings.

Darcy nodded again. “This room is very large and empty as well. Perhaps you should come up.”

Spitting out the rabbit’s ear, Fitz clambered up into the bed, Darcy reaching to help him. He wondered if anyone had thought to put a step in his son’s room. Without help, it would be difficult for the sturdy little boy to get back into his bed if he left it. Darcy would have to check come morning.

Once on the bed Fitz, and a slightly soggy stuffed rabbit, curled at Darcy’s side. He closed his eyes to return to sleep.

“Papa, I can’t find—”

Darcy opened his eyes again to the shadowy sight of Laurel’s head stuck through the bedroom door. 

Seeing them, she smiled and came the remainder of the way in. She closed the door then, clutching her nightclothes so she wouldn’t trip, crossed to the bed. “I went to check on Fitz and Mr. Torrac and they were gone.”

“I came to see Papa,” Fitz said and stuck the bunny ear back in his mouth.

Laurel pursed her lips. “I said you could sleep with Mr. Torrac if you didn’t chew on his ears.” 

Fitz stared at her in the faint light of the fire’s remnants and continued to chew.

Though he knew his son, who’d only recently been persuaded not to suck his thumb, shouldn’t chew on bunny ears, Darcy very much wanted sleep after being forced to endure the loud, crowded, local-populace-filled assembly to which Bingley had dragged them all earlier. “If Fitz ruins Mr. Torrac’s ears I will have new ones made up.”

Laurel tipped her head, considering. “Bigger ones?” She gestured above her head. “Big floppy ears? Some rabbits have floppy ears.”

Yawning, Darcy nodded. “Whatever ears you like.”

“It’s what Mr. Torrac will like, Papa, not me.”

“Whatever Mr. Torrac likes, which I believe right now is sleep.”

Laurel appeared to give that thought, too, then nodded, but didn’t turn to go. She looked between Darcy, Fitz, and the stuffed Mr. Torrac. “It is a very great way back to my room.”

He would never get any sleep. “Maybe you’d best sleep here, to keep Fitz and Mr. Torrac company.”

“And you, Papa.”

Darcy nodded. “And me.”

Smiling, Laurel went around the bed to clamber up on the other side. She snuggled under the blankets and Darcy closed his eyes again, this time not opening them until sunlight streamed in the window and Bee stood at the end of the bed, a robe belted over her nightgown and her arms crossed over the robe.

“I had to ask the staff to locate you two,” she said in dire tones.

Fitz yawned, stretching both arms above his head, his little fist nearly colliding with Darcy’s nose. “My room was too big to sleep in alone.”

Bee’s eyes narrowed to slits of ire. “Your room at home is larger.”

Fitz stared at his big sister for a moment then stuck one of Mr. Torrac’s ears in his mouth.

Bee turned her glare on Laurel.

“I was looking for Fitz,” Laurel said and pulled the blankets up until only her eyes showed.

“I went to check on you this morning and you were both gone.” Bee sounded more hurt than angry. “Without a word.”

Laurel yanked the blanket back below her chin to say, “We should all share a room. You, me and Fitz.”

Bee’s chin tipped to a painful angle. “I am too old to share.”

Laurel pulled the blanket back over her face.

“I’ll share with you, Laurel,” Fitz said around his mouth full of stuffed rabbit ear.

“And I could ask for an adjoining room, to make better certain you don’t torment Papa,” Bee huffed out, her tone implying the great sacrifice that would be. “He was out very late, you realize. Papas need their sleep.”

Darcy frowned. ‘Mamas need their sleep’ had been one of Juliet’s sayings. Part of her effort to keep their offspring at arm’s length. 

Laurel sat up and turned to Darcy, eyes wide and face full of eagerness. “How was the dance, Papa?”

“I’m certain it was provincial,” Bee said with another huff.

“Were there pretty ladies in lovely gowns?” Laurel continued over her sister. “Did you meet any? Did you dance?”

Unbidden, a vision of the second Bennet daughter coalesced in his mind. Her beauty might be eclipsed by that of her older sister, but Miss Elizabeth certainly couldn’t be called plain. Were she less outspoken, from a better family and well dowered, she would be lauded as pretty.

“He surely did not,” Beatrice replied before Darcy could drag his thoughts away from an image of Miss Elizabeth’s wry expression. “Papa does not enjoy dancing unless he is well acquainted with his partner. That means he could only dance with Aunt Georgie, and Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst, and their fortune comes from trade.”

Well aware that his mother worried he’d become entangled with Caroline Bingley, Darcy didn’t need Lady Anne’s sentiments parroted from his daughter. He sat up and reached for the bell. “Bee, please escort Laurel and Fitz back to your wing and into the care of our staff. I expect you all dressed for breakfast by the top of the hour.”

“It’s Beatrice,” Bee said loudly, but she turned and marched for the door. “Come on, you two.”

Fitz slipped out of bed, Mr. Torrac clutched close. Laurel gave Darcy a quick hug before following. She started singing quietly as she passed through the door. When she turned back, using both hands to pull the heavy door closed behind her, Darcy could tell by the unfocused look in her eyes that she was off in her imagination. From the little he’d caught of her quiet tune, he suspected she created the dance in her mind, imagining all sorts of pretty gowns and lovely women. 

What would his children think of the reality of the ladies of Meryton? Especially Miss Lucas and the Bennet sisters. Miss Lucas’s manners were impeccable. So much so that it surprised him to find her unwed at what he guessed to be nearly thirty. Surely, not all gentlemen were so superficial as to ignore the daughter of a local dignitary simply for being plain. Then, Jane Bennet was lovely, well-mannered and also the daughter of a local gentleman, and remained unwed. Were there no eligible men in the region?

As to the younger Bennet daughters, he easily guessed at their lack of suitors. The middle one had absolutely nothing to distinguish her, apparently not even a name for he couldn’t recall it, and the youngest two were hoydens. He would endeavor to keep them as far from Georgiana and his children as civility permitted. Perhaps even a bit farther. 

And then there was Elizabeth Bennet, with her cutting wit and assessing eyes. Obviously, she could not be counted on to behave with propriety. She’d spoken her mind to him speedily enough, much to his chagrin. 

But somehow, he suspected his children would enjoy her company. Even Bee.

A click sounded and Darcy turned to see his valet, Patric, entering through the bathing room door.

“Good morning, Sir.”

“Patric.” Darcy cast aside a vision of Elizabeth Bennet to swing his feet to the floor. “Can you ensure that the children return to their wing and are properly bathed and attired for breakfast? Also, when you’ve time, I would prefer them in two adjoining rooms, Fitz and Laurel together, and if smaller beds cannot be located, Fitz requires a step.”

“Certainly, Sir. The staff already awaits them and I will see about the rooms, beds and step.”

Darcy nodded. He should have realized his people would have everything in hand. The staff loved Bee, Laurel and Fitz nearly as much as he did. He stood, but Patric made no move to commence Darcy’s morning ablutions. 

Eyebrows drawing together, Darcy asked, “Is there something I should know?”

“The, ah, housekeeper mentioned to me that Miss Bingley requested the breakfast parlor made ready for six, Sir.”

Darcy frowned. He and Georgiana always breakfasted with his children. True, his mother and Juliet had taken the traditional approach of never dining with them, not even out of doors, but Darcy enjoyed his offspring. He’d loved his father, who had taken considerable interest in him. Darcy wanted his children to grow up similarly cared for. More than that, they were, in truth, the only bright points in his life.

Patric cleared his throat. “She also informed me that Miss Bingley and the Hursts routinely break their fasts around the eleventh hour of the morning.” 

Darcy’s forehead smoothed. “Well, then, we should have little trouble making do with six settings.” He would dine with his children and sister and then set about persuading Bingley to spend the afternoon riding. After their introduction to the community the previous evening, they were certain to be inundated with callers that afternoon, all of whom would be people Darcy found unsuitable for deeper acquaintance.

Another vision of Miss Elizabeth Bennet coalesced in his mind. He shook his head to dispel her specter, her eyes judging him for his plan to go riding as she’d so obviously judged him for his forthright words the evening before. “Perhaps Bingley will join us for breakfast?” That would save Darcy the trouble of hunting him down.

“Undoubtedly, Sir. Mr. Bingley is a notoriously early riser and has already called for his valet. He, Miss Darcy, and the children should be dining soon. We can only hope you are ready in time to join them.”

Darcy shook his head, bemused by the prodding when Patric was the one who’d held up the process with chatter, and crossed to the bathing room.
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Elizabeth’s mother and three younger sisters streamed from the carriage the moment the conveyance halted outside Netherfield Park’s three story, box-like manor house, the sandy-colored stone building altogether too austere for Elizabeth’s tastes. At least the home boasted no giant gargoyles or plethora of decorative merlons to jut upward like teeth against the blue autumn sky, and the grounds about the manor house were exceptionally beautiful. 

“Do you think Mr. Bingley will be at home?” Jane asked, making no move to disembark yet. Looking past Elizabeth to the house, Jane absently smoothed her already unwrinkled skirt.

Elizabeth smiled at how opposite Jane’s desires were from hers. “It’s possible, but gentlemen generally enjoy riding at this time of day.” As she fervently hoped Mr. Darcy did. “And we must assume that he rented Netherfield Park to take in the countryside.” 

Jane nodded and schooled her features into her usual look of bland pleasantness. “I’m certain a visit with Miss Bingley, Mrs. Hurst and Miss Darcy will be very enjoyable indeed.”

Having observed Mr. Bingley’s sisters at the assembly the evening before, their noses so high in the air they might have been sniffing the ceiling for fresh plaster, Elizabeth doubted that. “Let us go in and see?”

Jane climbed out, accepting a footman’s hand even though her every movement held so much grace, it seemed impossible she could require assistance. Elizabeth endeavored to emulate her sister as she followed but knew that, as always, she fell somewhat short. If Jane weren’t her very dearest friend and confidant, and the most pleasant person Elizabeth knew, she would be endlessly jealous of her.

They followed the path that their mother and younger three sisters had taken up the mansion’s steps to where a smartly dressed butler admitted them. That upper servant accepted a cloak, hat and gloves from each Bennet woman, handing them off to a line of waiting footmen. Elizabeth, last in line, toyed with the idea of handing her outerwear to the final footman directly, bypassing the austere butler, but she didn’t wish to give the man a fit.

“The ladies are receiving guests in the cream drawing room,” the butler informed them once he’d handed off Elizabeth’s cloak. “Sarah will show you the way.” 

He gestured to a maid, who stepped forward and curtsied. Wordless, she pivoted and set off down a wide, stark hallway, the unadorned corridor almost tunnel-like. Elizabeth supposed that, should someone reside in Netherfield Park with any permanence, the cavernous feeling would be easily alleviated by small tables, flowers and paintings. As it was, only evenly spaced sconces broke the monotony of dark wood paneling that stood below deep blue papered walls and above a predominantly cobalt runner. Trailing her mother and sisters down the hallway, Elizabeth hoped that the cream drawing room would prove less dreary.

Mrs. Bennet lengthened her stride to come abreast of the maid. “Are we not the first callers, then?”

“No, Missus. The Lucases have called and the Gouldings.” 

Mrs. Bennet cast a frown over her shoulder. “I told you not to take so long with your hair, Kitty.”

“But Mama, I need to look my best for Mr. Bingley.”

Lydia huffed. “Mr. Bingley wouldn’t pick you over me if you covered your curls with diamonds.”

“You can’t know that,” Kitty replied and promptly started coughing, a light, rickety sound that would undoubtedly be cured by a bit of sun on the southern coast, if either parent cared enough to press for the expense.

“Mr. Bingley will marry Jane,” Mrs. Bennet said confidently. “You can only hope to win Mr. Darcy.”

Elizabeth had a hope of her own, and that was a fervent one that the cream drawing room stood far to the back of the house out of hearing and that Sarah, the maid, proved suddenly deaf.

“Mr. Darcy?” Elizabeth could practically hear Lydia roll her eyes as she spoke. “No one would want to marry him. He’s horrible.” She pulled her shoulders back and angled her chin into the air. “I’m Mr. Darcy. I’m too grand to dance with anyone unless Sir William makes me.”

“He danced with those of his party without encouragement,” Jane corrected softly. 

“That’s only worse,” Lydia replied.

Elizabeth agreed, though she wouldn’t admit as much. Not when they might be within hearing of their hosts at any moment. Instead, hoping to nudge the conversation away from directly insulting a man who might possibly be in the drawing room they approached, she said, “Will we call on the Lucases next, Mama?” 

“If Lady Lucas wishes to speak with me after calling here before we did, she may visit Longbourn.”

“It is unlikely Lady Lucas knew when we would call,” Mary supplied, speaking for the first time since they’d entered Mr. Bingley’s leased residence and adding, “He hath made everything in his time.”

“God didn’t make Lady Lucas visit before we could,” Lydia said with a giggle. “Kitty’s hair did.”

“Girls,” Mrs. Bennet intervened, much to Elizabeth’s relief. If uncurtailed, Lydia would badger Mary into endless biblical quotes of increasingly less relevance. 

The maid turned into a doorway. “Mrs. Bennet and the Miss Bennets,” she said and dipped another curtsy. 

“Show them in,” cultured tones that Elizabeth identified as Miss Bingley’s replied. “And bring tea.”

The maid bobbed again, turned to them to offer a nod, and started back down the hallway.

Elizabeth followed her mother and sisters in to find that both of Mr. Bingley’s sisters and Miss Darcy awaited them. Relieved as the gentlemen’s absence made her, she felt a touch of sorrow for Jane, whose smile wavered as hope of seeing Mr. Bingley left her. Elizabeth doubted anyone else noticed Jane’s momentary lapse in the flurry of greetings that commenced. 

Finally, greetings exchanged, they all sat. Mrs. Hurst cleared her throat and said, “What
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