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      “Mr. Darcy, did you understand me? Sir?”

      Fitzwilliam Darcy stared at his solicitor, his eyes wide with a mixture of confusion and horror. When his housekeeper told him he had a visitor, he assumed it was a friend to wish him well on his birthday. He never imagined that it was Mr. McMurray, here to change his life forever.

      “I do not understand. I was told that upon my father’s death, Pemberley and the entire estate belonged to me. And now you tell me that is not the case?”

      The solicitor slid a pile of papers across the desk for Darcy’s inspection.

      “I am afraid not, sir. You see, there is an addendum here. It says that you must be married before your thirtieth birthday in order to keep your claim. If you do not marry by then, ownership of Pemberley will default to your cousin,” he paused to scan the words on a second document. “Gareth Pendergast?”

      Darcy scoffed.

      “Gareth? He is a drunken fool who has never even been to Pemberley. Why would he inherit everything?”

      Mr. McMurray shook his head. “He was the next in line of inheritance when the papers were drawn. Fitzwilliam, I think it would be best for everyone at Pemberley if you simply… found a young woman to wed.”

      As he stood to his feet and walked to the picture window of his study, he could not help but sigh.

      “Why did no one tell me this before today?”

      “Frankly, my boy, because of your engagement to Anne de Bourgh, no one considered it a problem. But then…”

      Darcy knew he had been too cavalier about Anne’s death. When she passed suddenly after an illness, he relished the opportunity to be a bachelor. The idea of hurrying straight into a marriage never even occurred to him. That he would have to do that now? The very concept made him feel ill.

      “There is no way around it, then?” Darcy sighed again.

      The solicitor was silent. He simply shook his head and waited for the young man to make the realization himself.

      “All right. I see that I have no choice in the matter. I will have to find a young woman to marry. Are there any stipulations on who I am allowed to wed?"

      Darcy walked back to his desk and picked up the papers. Looking them over carefully, he could see that the only requirement was that he married someone. It did not seem to matter who. The solicitor confirmed it.

      "As long as you are married by midnight on your thirtieth birthday, who you marry is irrelevant."

      "I see."

      Darcy stared out the window to the beautiful green fields of Pemberley. He could think of nothing he would like more than to spend the rest of his life living in this very room. But as his eyes caught sight of the lone hawk soaring through the sky above the willow trees, he realized that his life was about to take a drastic turn. Turning back to the solicitor, he made a decision.

      “Fine. I will marry. However, I refuse to marry just anyone. She must be… special. I will not waste my time on someone who is not my equal.”

      “Oh, but, Mr. Darcy, time is of the essence!”

      Fitzwilliam crossed his arms over his chest.

      “I said that I will marry. But I would prefer to take my time finding a tolerable lady to be the mistress of Pemberley.”

      “If you are not willing to marry any woman that comes along," Mr. McMurray said in frustration, "then you are going to have a difficult time finding someone in time."

      Without another word, Darcy stood and made his way to the foyer. It may be true that he would have a difficult time finding a woman willing to marry him in such a short time. For his sake, and the sake of Pemberley

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Later that day, when Darcy's friend Charles Bingley did arrive at Pemberley to wish him a happy birthday, he was no longer in the mood for celebrating. By the time he finished recounting his morning to Charles, he was even more demoralized than he had been earlier.

      His friend, however, did not seem terribly concerned.

      "You have to marry to keep Pemberley? Fitzwilliam, it seems a small price to pay if it means Gareth does not get to spend the Darcy fortune into a distant memory on liquor. Just find some society girl in Lambton! I am sure there are a hundred or more who would jump at the opportunity to Mrs. Darcy."

      "Charles, I do not want any society girl. I am looking for a woman who will bring love and kindness to Pemberley. A woman who belongs here."

      Bingley shook his head as he poured them both a brandy.

      "I do not understand. Why does it matter? The marriage is only to keep control of the estate."

      Darcy sighed. "Charles, I love Pemberley. But I am not sure I love it enough to spend the rest of my life in a shallow marriage."

      Bingley handed Darcy his glass.

      "What are you saying?"

      "I do not have time to court. I have already wasted so many days. I must marry as soon as possible if I hope to keep Pemberley in my family."

      Charles nodded as he swirled the brandy in his glass and pondered. "I think we can find a woman willing to speed up the process so that you will be married by the end of this week. Someone who will satisfy all your requirements.”

      Darcy drank down the rich golden liquor and stared into the fire as he considered what his requirements were. He wished for his bride to be intelligent, of course.  She needed to be kind, generous, and possess the sort of confidence in her own abilities that would allow her to join him in his efforts at charity. While he would not object to a beautiful girl, it was far more important that she have a pleasant disposition, as their marriage would likely be more of a partnership.

      Where would he ever find a young woman like this?

      “It will be difficult to find a woman who meets all of my expectations,” he said. Charles laughed as he refilled their glasses.

      “Anything is possible, Fitzwilliam. Anything.”

      ~

      The next day, Charles was as good as his word. He found a suitable young woman to marry Darcy and by all accounts, she was perfect.

      Her name was Anna Jones and she was the eldest daughter of the local vicar. In the time that their family had been in Hertfordshire, Darcy had heard her name mentioned many times as a pillar of the community. Her father was one of the most highly respected men in town, and he had been in search of a proper husband for Anna for some time.

      If Darcy was in need of a proper wife, then the daughter of the vicar would be the ideal choice. Still, as they walked to the vicar's home, which was located at the end of a long garden path, he could not help but feel that something was wrong.

      "Charles, are you sure this woman wishes to marry me? How did you hear about her?"

      "Her father tells anyone who will listen that his eldest daughter is in need of a husband as quickly as possible. I do not understand what the hurry is but she seems to be a lovely girl."

      When they arrived at the Jones's cottage, they discovered a parlor full of the vicar's daughters, all in various stages of tears. It was clear to Darcy as soon as he stepped over the threshold that he had made a terrible mistake.

      An older woman, who must have been their mother, rushed over to him and grabbed his coat sleeve.

             "Mr. Darcy, I am afraid the girls have been overset by all the excitement. I apologize for the scene."

      Darcy quickly extricated himself from the woman's grasp with as polite a smile as he could manage. When he finally joined the vicar in private, he could still hear the man's daughters weeping in the other room.

      "I can see that you have a beautiful family," said Darcy as he sat down to speak with the vicar in private. "But what is all this about?“

      Mr. Jones looked at him with a sad smile. "My daughter Anna is in love with the blacksmith and refuses to accept a proposal from anyone else. Although it may not be what a woman of her stature should do, she has made her feelings on the matter very clear. She will not be convinced to marry anyone who has not won her heart.”

      Darcy looked to the door, where Charles was standing with an expression of defeat.

      "Charles, did you know all of this?"

      He shook his head adamantly. Mr. Jones interrupted.

      "No one knew outside of our family. Because Anna is the eldest, we hoped she would marry a man who could bring blessings upon all her sisters. But I fear I can not bring myself to force her to marry someone she does not love. I am sorry that we wasted your time, Mr. Darcy."

      Darcy stood up slowly. "No. I am sorry. I did not realize…"

      "It is alright. You were just trying to do what is best for you and your family, as was I."

      Once again, Darcy shook the man's hand and made his way outside. It was only when they were out of earshot that Charles spoke again.

      "We will continue our search, Fitzwilliam, And I am sure we will succeed."

      Darcy did not share his friend's enthusiasm...

      Or his confidence.
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      A week passed and no progress was made in Darcy’s search for a bride. Charles introduced him to three different women and each time was a disaster of varying magnitude. The first was already married and hiding it from her family, the second made it very clear she had no intention of marrying Darcy or anyone, and the third cried until everyone left her alone. For a moment, he began to consider whether or not it was worth all of this trouble to keep Pemberley.

      Then, he saw a portrait of his dear sister, and thought of everything she would lose if he gave up now. And he knew he must persist.

      It was the first night all week that Darcy had the opportunity to stay home and read by the fire. While he knew time was of the essence, he was looking forward to a quiet night at home. Which is why he was horrified at the sound of a knock on the door after supper. Mrs. Reynolds appeared in the doorway of the library a minute later.

      “Sir, Mr. Bingley is here and he says it is of the utmost importance.”

      Darcy sighed. “He may come in, Mrs. Reynolds.”

      It seemed as if Bingley was waiting on the other side of the door, because he charged inside before Fitzwilliam finished his sentence.

      “Darcy, old boy, you must come to town! My fiancé, Jane Bennet, has come to Lambton to visit a relative, and she brought her sister
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