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      The night was alive with beauty and the air filled with the buzz of excited chatter, laughter cascading from the delighted guests in attendance. Elizabeth Bennett had never seen a scene quite as enchanting. 

      Everywhere she looked there was another detail to delight the eye. Women in richly coloured gowns swirled over the dance floor in the midst of elegant dances with complex steps that she could not even hope to mimic. Mirthful conversation filled the air and mingled with the expert playing of the musicians that had been hired for the evening. 

      The elegance and grandeur of the party was a sight to behold, and Elizabeth could feel her heart lighten with joy and anticipation. How her aunt had ever been able to acquire an invitation to such an event was beyond her comprehension, but she was here--and it was wonderful.

      Even though she was alone in the crowd, she did not feel lost. Her aunt was somewhere on the sidelines, and her uncle was seated at the card tables. If she looked carefully through the crowd she could see his smiling face as he won yet another hand. 

      In the midst of it all, Elizabeth saw the most handsome young man she had ever laid eyes on. His face was strong and noble, his features finely sculpted, and his dark eyes were intense and captivating. Elizabeth felt a warmth creep into her cheeks and she looked away, but when she glanced back at him, she could not stop the smile that tugged at her lips. 

      Who was he? 

      The young man smiled back at her, and Elizabeth looked around to make sure that he was, actually, looking at her and not at another young lady. But as he made his way through the crowd toward her, Elizabeth felt her nervousness grow. 

      The gentleman bowed, but kept his eyes upon her as he did so. "Lady Crowley is very careful with her guest lists," he said. "I hope you will pardon my interest, but I have not seen you here before."

      "Oh," she replied. "My aunt received an invitation, but she did not tell me about our hostess." 

      The exclusivity of the party explained why the guests seemed so at ease. Everyone knew everyone else. Elizabeth was the only stranger in the ballroom.

      "Darcy! There you are," a jovial voice cried. A young man with curling golden hair and bright blue eyes emerged from the crowd to clap the gentleman beside her on the back. "I thought I had lost you!" His gaze flickered to Elizabeth and he bowed. "I must apologize, Miss--"

      "Bennet," Elizabeth said quickly. "Elizabeth Bennet."

      "Ah, Miss Bennet," he said with a wide smile. "I am very surprised to see my good friend in the company of a young lady, he does not usually do such things."

      "Oh, indeed," Elizabeth replied. She looked at the dark-haired gentleman with interest. "Then I am delighted to have caught his attention."

      "I should say so," the other gentleman said. "Charles Bingley, at your service." He bowed again. "And I would venture to guess that this stoic gentleman has not yet introduced himself?"

      "He has not," Elizabeth said. It was difficult not to laugh, but the dark-eyed gentleman's lips pressed into a thin line. 

      "This cheerful fellow is Fitzwilliam Darcy," Mr. Bingley said. "He spends his summers in Derbyshire, and winters here in London... though I could not imagine why, it is such a dreary place from November through to March!"

      "Charles exaggerates," Mr. Darcy said. "But I suspect that he has his heart set upon the pastoral dream of living in a country estate."

      "Perhaps I do," Mr. Bingley exclaimed. "I can think of nothing better than a life filled with riding through the fields of an estate, managing a modest income from the farmers who live on my land, dancing at quaint country assemblies-- I think I should quite enjoy myself."

      Elizabeth laughed. "You have described quite a wonderful life," she said. "One that I'm certain can be achieved with very little effort."

      Mr. Bingley smiled at her. "You are the only one to tell me so," he said. "Perhaps you might speak to my sisters and tell them that such a thing is possible! For no one will believe me!"

      "May I have the honor of a dance?" Darcy asked suddenly. 

      Elizabeth smiled, but shook her head. "I confess that I do not know any of these dances, I am afraid that I wouldn't know where to begin."

      The gentleman chuckled and held out his hand for her. "Then I shall have to teach you."

      It was impossible to refuse him, and he seemed eager to escape his friend's excitable conversation. Elizabeth laid her hand upon his and apologized to Mr. Bingley for the interruption of their conversation. She was enchanted by the atmosphere, by the opulence of the ballroom, and by Mr. Darcy's handsome face. She had never met anyone with such presence or such a determination of character. 

      He was confident and charming, but seemed also to be very aware of how people looked at him, and Elizabeth could not ignore how many heads turned in their direction as he escorted her to the dance floor. 

      "You must excuse Mr. Bingley," he said as they took up a position near the dancers to await the next set. 

      "For what?" Elizabeth asked. "I found him quite earnest and charming. He seems very set upon the life of a country gentleman. Surely, as one yourself, you can see how he might be able to accomplish such a thing."

      Mr. Darcy smiled and shook his head. "Charles is not suited for the countryside, and his sisters certainly are not... No, Charles belongs in London."

      "What a disappointment it must be when you discover that a person is not exactly what you had assumed them to be," she murmured. 

      "I beg your pardon?" 

      Elizabeth smiled. "Nothing," she said. 

      The final notes of the dance sounded and the dancers swirled into their last positions with graceful fluidity. 

      "Are you ready?" Darcy asked. 

      "I-- I suppose so," Elizabeth replied. 

      Mr. Darcy led her to the empty space at the top of the set where the leader of the dance would soon join them. 

      He settled her into a proper position, and then took his place beside her.

      Her heart was racing and she was blushing furiously, nervous about how the dance would progress--she knew none of the steps, and it felt as though every guest was watching them very closely. 

      Darcy smiled. "Relax," he said. 

      Elizabeth took a deep breath as the music began. The steps were complex and difficult, and Elizabeth followed as best she could. But as the dance progressed, she felt her confidence slipping. It was silly to feel so intimidated by a dance, especially when she had done so much to make herself acceptable, but as she stumbled over the steps. 

      Elizabeth's cheeks burned with shame, but Mr. Darcy was not just a handsome man, he was also a natural teacher. She could not imagine a more patient companion.

      It was wonderful, but she was beginning to feel harried by the amount of concentration required.

      "Do not look at the other dancers," Darcy said, his voice soft. "Look at me." 	Elizabeth looked up at him. "Just follow me."

      "But is that not the same as looking at the other dancers?" she asked with a smile. 	Darcy chuckled in response as he led her into the first figure. 

      She followed him, and although the steps did not come easily, she felt the tension go out of her shoulders as she relaxed into his guidance.

      Elizabeth looked up at him, enjoying the chance to observe him without his attention upon her. 

      He was handsome, of course, with his strong jaw and graceful movements--but he also possessed a sort of coiled energy, as though he might spring from his position at any moment. 

      Even though she had only known them for a brief span of time, Elizabeth was able to see the marked difference between Mr. Darcy and his friend. Mr. Bingley was much more relaxed and easygoing, and it seemed strange that two entirely opposite personalities should find common ground in friendship. 

      Pulled back to the dance by a misstep, Elizabeth fought to regain her confidence; she still found the dance difficult, she no longer felt so out of place.

      "This is much better," she said. Her cheeks had cooled and she was no longer feeling so self-conscious. "You are a very competent teacher."

      "I am glad to hear such praise," Darcy said. "I confess that I find pleasure in your approval."

      "Do you enjoy flattery?" Elizabeth asked, looking up at him again.

      His dark eyes sparkled in the candlelight. "From you, most certainly." The way he said it made her feel warm all over. A moment passed in silence, and then he said, "I think you are doing very well, Miss Bennet. Would you like to dance another?"

      Her heart beat faster. It was ridiculous to feel so happy and so moved by a single compliment, but she could not help herself. She had no words to express her feelings, so instead of attempting to say anything at all, she simply smiled up at him and nodded. 

      Darcy led her to the side of the room and they took up their position in the next set.

      The dancers took their places and the music began.

      Elizabeth followed Darcy more easily this time; she was not afraid of being embarrassed if she made a mistake, but she found herself enjoying the music, and the dance itself. 

      "Such a lovely smile," he murmured and Elizabeth wondered if he had said it without intending for her to hear it.

      His eyes traveled down her face, and she felt her stomach twist with the thrill of his gaze upon her.

      It was the strangest feeling, this warmth and desire that came over her.

      It made her feel alive and real, as though she were truly living in that moment, rather than simply watching it pass in front of her.

      At his side, it was easy to forget about the other people in the ballroom, and the other dancers faded away, as did her own embarrassment and worries.

      All she could think about was the dreamy heat that flushed through her and the feeling of his touch--feather light on the small of her back--it was as though everything was right in the world.

      When the dance was done, she was a little disappointed, but also eager to try again.

      "One more?" she asked.

      Darcy smiled, but glanced at the other dancers and once again, Elizabeth was reminded that they were being watched. 

      "I should not like to claim too many dances on your card," he said. 

      "Oh," she said. 

      "It is not that I do not wish to dance with you," he said in a rush. "It is only..."

      "You do not wish to cause any gossip," Elizabeth said. "I understand, and I am grateful for your instruction. These dances are much more complex than I am used to."

      "It has been a pleasure to have you at my side," he said.

      Again, she blushed, but it was a warm feeling that flooded all the way through her chest.

      "It has been my pleasure as well." 	Darcy took her by the elbow and led her from the dance floor.

      "Thank you," she said, grateful for the dance and for the chance to be in his company. No matter how much time they had only known each other, she felt as though they had always known each other.

      And yet, it was not just the warm glow of pride and delight that flowed through her as she danced. There was something else, as well. Elizabeth did not know what it was. 	But she could not deny the way that being with the gentleman had made her feel, and she wondered what it might
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