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Dedication


In honour of the man whose encouragement and love have led to my foray into publishing
~*~
You will always be my choice. 
I will always choose you.
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Chapter 1

January 1, 1812


The carriage door closed. It was over. His happy sojourn in Hertfordshire was over. Mr. and Mrs. Bingley were married, as were Lord and Lady Rycroft — their breakfast was nearing its end.   
The conveyance in which Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam sat lurched into motion and rolled down Netherfield’s drive, moving his person towards town and leaving his heart behind. 
He unfolded the small piece of paper that had been tucked into his pocket as he had left the wedding breakfast and shook his head. Two cousins and a friend newly married and all within the space of two weeks was enough to set anyone’s world on end. It was also the sort of thing that made Richard contemplate his own future.
As always, such thoughts made breathing become something one had to strain to do. As quietly as he could, Richard drew a slow, deep breath and hoped that with his exhalation the feeling of being crushed would also leave his body. 
However, his attempt was only slightly successful. The truth of the matter was that there was no way to remove all the crushing oppression that thoughts of his future brought, for his future could never be so happy as those of his cousins and Bingley. He was not free to choose where he wished. He did not have complete control over his destiny and fortune. His marriage would be one of convenience; his father would see to that.
Not wishing to draw attention to it from the others in the carriage, he looked surreptitiously at the paper in his palm. The drawing there brought a smile to his lips and a pang of regret to his heart. Forget-me-nots graced the lid of a box from which spilled strands of pearls and chains of gold. He refolded the drawing again and slipped it back into his pocket.
If his heart could make his choice for him instead of his father, Kitty Bennet would be his choice. She had stolen his heart while she stood, shivering in the wind, on the street in front of the milliner’s shop on Meryton’s high street as she had insisted on being introduced to him as Katherine.
Upon further acquaintance, she had proven to be a lady who shared many of his same interests and who made him feel at ease. She expected no more from him than for him to be himself. He did not need to be a military leader or the son of an earl. She cared for none of that.
She had even been interested in his wooden creations ─ and not as a lady who was trying to make a favourable impression on a gentleman might be. No, Katherine had listened with interest and animation when he had told her about his love of creating with wood. She had even sketched a few designs that he might like to use.
“If you could wait but a year,” she had said as they had strolled the perimeter of the ballroom last night, “then your inheritance will be yours.”
He had felt her hopefulness and had longed to be able to enter into it with her, but he knew the reality of the situation.
“He will not allow me to be free. He will insist on my marrying before he gives me one farthing more than I have,” he had replied. 
Her eyes had filled with tears that she had refused to shed, and his heart had broken a bit more at both the thought of a life without her and the knowledge that his father was the source of her pain.
“If I could wait,” he had whispered, “I would wait a thousand years for you.”
She had smiled sadly at him and said, “And I would wait for you.”
He once again ran his gloved finger over the drawing in the pocket of his coat. 
“Do not forget me,” she had said as she had slipped it into his pocket when he was taking his leave of her. 
He knew he would never forget her. He could not. She was burned into his heart forever. 
His hand closed around the paper.
“You are looking rather pensive, Colonel,” Caroline Bingley said, interrupting his thoughts. “Are they pleasant things that occupy your mind?”
“Not all of them.” He turned to look out the window, hoping she would take the action for what it was meant to be – an end to their discussion.
If the weather had not been so foul, he would have refused Hurst’s offer to travel with him. Being held captive in a carriage with a lady the likes of Caroline Bingley was not something he wished to do on a day when his heart was not a tattered, mangled mess. Today, the prospect was even less welcome.
“That is a pity,” Louisa Hurst said. “I prefer to think on agreeable things whenever possible.”
“As do I,” Richard said, “but it is not always possible.”
“A colonel must have many disagreeable things to consider,” Miss Bingley added.
Richard did not turn from his contemplation of the dreary dampness of the day outside the carriage window.
“Indeed, he must,” he replied, “and I often do.”
Had her fortune been from land rather than trade, Miss Bingley might be of some value to his father. If she had relations in parliament or who were friends of someone who was in parliament, that also would be a mark in her favour, and with those two most important items attached to her name – money from a proper source and some social standing of significance – she might stand a chance of becoming his bride. Not that Richard would ever chose her of his own accord, but his father would. 
“However,” he continued, “I was not thinking as a colonel just now but rather as a mere man.”
Hurst snorted at the comment. “Do leave him be, Caroline.” 
Hurst was the husband of Miss Bingley’s sister and not more than two years Richard’s elder. He was also not someone who would meet with Lord Matlock’s approval. Oh, his clothes would. For they were always the latest style. His bank account and connections, however, were not as becoming. That is not to say he was poor, but he also was not notably wealthy among the upper circles in town. 
“I was only attempting to pass the time in conversation,” she replied with a huff. “The light is too poor for anything else.”
“I find a quiet nap a most refreshing way to pass a trip,” Hurst replied.
“How dull,” Miss Bingley grumbled.
“Not at all,” Richard countered. “I find I would like to close my eyes. It has been a busy two days.”
Hurst nodded. “It has been, and you were out with your men yesterday morning, were you not?”
“I put them through a few drills to test them.” Richard turned to his bench mate. “Those who passed my test were allowed to attend the ball last night. Those who did not pass were confined to quarters for the evening.” 
It had been his plan, and a successful one, to keep Wickham from the ball. He would take every opportunity afforded him by his position while he held it to ensure that Wickham had less enjoyment than he desired. It was one of the few pleasures Richard received from his duty.
“And, I believe, you danced every dance, did you not?” Mrs. Hurst asked.
“All save one.” His heart pinched, for that one had been set aside to stroll with Kitty.
“Oh, Hurst, you are right. I do believe a nap must be had. What with an early morning yesterday for the colonel, a night of dancing, and another early start to the day today, he must be very tired.” She turned to her sister. “It would be most unkind of us to keep him from his rest.”
“I thank you,” Richard said with a bow of his head before Miss Bingley could say a word to either agree or disagree with her sister. “I am indeed rather tired,” he added as he settled back and closed his eyes.
His fingers once again sought that slip of paper in his pocket. Finding it, he allowed his mind to wander to the lady who had given it to him, and with a deep exhale, he attempted to find some peace in sleep.
~*~

Katherine Bennet turned from the window where she had been watching the Hursts’ carriage drive away. Her stomach fluttered anxiously, and she wanted to do anything but what she knew she must. There were not many wedding guests remaining, and she knew that both she and the Darcys would leave soon. Then, her opportunity to do what was needed would become nearly impossible, barring a visit to town and Darcy House. She pressed her hand against her stomach, trying to calm the flutters. She could do this. For him, she could do this.
“Mr. Darcy, may I have a word with you?” she said.
“Certainly,” her brother-in-law replied with a smile that helped ease her mind the tiniest bit. Still, she could not keep from twisting her fingers together in front of her stomach and biting her lip.
Mr. Darcy’s presence always unsettled her. He almost always looked serious. She was sure that he was, at any moment, going to scold her for some foolishness. She knew she had no reason to feel so beyond his sometimes-severe expression, but she did. And what she wished to speak to him about at present was something that could earn her a look of displeasure or more.
She barely resisted the urge to duck her head and hide from him. “I have a little bit of money and expect to receive some more.” 
She reminded herself that Mr. Darcy was the person who was best be able to advise her about her money and straightened her shoulders before continuing.
“I have sold some dress designs to Mrs. Havelston, and she has requested some more. I have not signed them with my name, and it is to be a secret arrangement.” The words rushed from her. “I would like to invest the money she pays me. I know that you can earn money with money, but I do not know how to do it, and I am not a gentleman, which limits me.”
He smiled at her. “That sounds like a wise thing to do.”
Her brows drew together. “It does?” She had not expected him to commend her for her idea.
“Indeed.” He was still smiling at her, so she returned the expression before withdrawing a small velvet pouch from her reticule.
“It is really very little. Just a few pounds. It may not even be enough to invest yet, but I dare not place it in my father’s strongbox, for if something happens to him, I do not wish to explain how I came to have this money to Mr. Collins.”
Darcy took the bag from her and slipped it into his pocket. “I shall care for it for you. You will keep a record of what you have given me, and I will do the same. Do you know how to do this?”
She pursed her lips and drew her brows together. It was likely similar to keeping a balance for household expenses, but she wasn’t sure exactly how it was different. “I will have my father or my uncle show me since I am not entirely certain that I do.”
“That sounds like an excellent idea.”
That was twice now that he had commended her. It was an extraordinarily wonderful feeling, but she had not presented the whole situation to him.
“Mr. Darcy, could we save some time and trouble if I were to request that my uncle give the money to you?” She twisted her hands again. She could not help it. She was still nervous, though her nerves had shifted from worrying about Mr. Darcy scolding her to someone discovering that she was earning money by selling designs. 
“Uncle Gardiner regularly receives payments from Mrs. Havelston for her orders of cloth,” she explained, “so no one would suspect she is paying me if she includes my payment with her payment to him. And if he were to meet with you, no one would question the activity.”
He tipped his head and looked at her closely but not as if looking to criticize. It was as if he were seeing her for the first time. “You have thought this through very thoroughly.”
“I have to. If anyone was to learn that I was earning money…” Her reputation might be damaged and that would reflect poorly on her sisters as well. She could not risk that.
“I understand. It is to be a secret arrangement. I would be happy to have Mr. Gardiner deliver your money to me,” Mr. Darcy said. “Do you have a plan in mind for it?”
Oh, how she wished he had not asked that! The tears that had been threatening all morning sprang to her eyes, and her cheeks flushed in embarrassment.
“You do not have to tell me,” Mr. Darcy said in a quiet, gentle voice.
She shook her head. “No, you should know since you are helping me.” She drew a steadying breath. “I have a foolish notion that will probably be unsuccessful, but your cousin should not be forced to give up what he loves. I thought perhaps… eventually… I could help him find a way to be happy.” She shrugged. “If not, then the money can be added to my portion, which will be of assistance to me when I need to set up my own establishment. I do not wish to live solely on the charity of my relations.”
“You do not plan to marry?” Darcy asked in surprise.
The tears once again gathered in her eyes, and she blinked against them as she shook her head. “I had hoped to,” she said softly as her gaze shifted toward the window and the drive where her father’s carriage stood before the door.
“One must not lose hope, Miss Kitty. Circumstances can change.”
She drew another a deep breath and released it slowly. Then, she gave him as much of a smile as she could manage. “While I own that it is not an utter impossibility, I think it highly unlikely.”
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Chapter 2


The sun was sinking close to the horizon by the time Richard exited Hurst’s carriage and entered Matlock House. He stripped off his greatcoat and handed it, along with his hat, to Mr. Harrison, the butler. Then, he slipped quietly into his mother’s sitting room to greet her. 
“I am happy to see you safely returned to me,” Lady Matlock said as she held him close in a firm embrace. “Will you be staying?” She smoothed the front of his jacket. Then, she took a seat on a settee and motioned for him to join her. 
“I have no choice,” he said as he sat down next to her. “I do not wish to impose on Darcy or Rycroft as they are settling in with their wives.” If he had a choice, he would not be here for more than a few minutes to see her. He would rather avoid his father.
“There is BayLeafe.” 
He shook his head at the offer. BayLeafe was the small estate just outside of town which was part of the inheritance to come to him through his mother, should his father see fit to give it to him. That estate was no more his home than the grand townhouse in which he sat now. Home should be a place where you felt at ease. That was not Matlock House, nor was it any of his father’s other properties. 
“Your father is in quite a state, what with both of your cousins marrying outside of what is proper.” She reached up and brushed his hair back from his forehead. “He is not all bad, you know. He has been good to me. He is just set in his ways.”
“Do you love him?” Richard’s voice was soft.
“I suppose I do,” she replied. “It is possible to become friends and then more even when you begin as near strangers.” She took his hand. “I cannot say I have never wished for more or for another, for I did at first, but now, I cannot imagine my life in any other way.”
Richard nodded and placed the small, folded drawing in her hand. “You would have liked her,” he said as his mother unfolded the paper. 
Where his father blustered, his mother spoke softly. Where his father was arrogant, she demonstrated grace and humility. They were, in many ways, as opposed as darkness and light.
She lay the drawing on her lap and rested a hand on her heart. “It is very well done. Who is she?”
He shook his head and took the paper from her lap. “It matters not, for it shall never be.” He rose and went to the window. “She has neither wealth nor significant connections beyond our family.”
Lady Matlock came to stand near him. “Is she connected to our family?”
He nodded. “Her sisters are the new Mrs. Darcy and Lady Rycroft.” He turned toward her. “And that is not the worst of it. A third sister is the new Mrs. Bingley.” 
He watched his mother struggle with how to accept this information. He knew she loved him and would wish him only to be happy, but she also held to some of the same ideas regarding marriage as her husband. It was not only his father who wished for him to make a good match. 
He tucked the paper in his pocket. “As I said, it matters not, for it shall never be. My heart is of little importance.”
Raised voices could be heard coming from somewhere down the hall.
“Your aunt is here,” his mother said in answer to his questioning look. “Anne is with her but has taken to her room;, whether it is due to ill health or a need to avoid her mother, I am uncertain.”
Just then, Lady Catherine stomped into the sitting room. “He is as unreasonable as ever!”
“I am not being unreasonable,” Lord Matlock retorted as he followed his sister into the room. “You are being daft. To accept such connections into the family without some censure? And after Darcy did not marry Anne as we had planned?” He threw his hands up as if unable to fathom the thoughts.
“It would be better for Anne to marry someone with higher connections,” Lady Catherine said, “a peer or the son of a peer.” Her eyes came to rest on Richard. “Even a second son would do.”
Richard attempted to keep his expression neutral, but marry Anne? No, he had no desire to marry Anne. 
A sly smile spread slowly across Lord Matlock’s face. “That is an idea worthy of contemplation. It would keep all the land holding within the family.” He clapped his hands together and rubbed them back and forth. “I shall have my solicitor draw up the arrangement. Shall we have the wedding in two months? I do think that would give enough time to find the colonel a replacement with his unit and ready the necessary items for the release of his inheritance. However, I will have to defer to my solicitor and man of business for advice before we finalize the date.” He leveled a hard glare at Richard. “Any objection shall be met with a significant, if not permanent, breach. Do I make myself clear?”
Richard shook his head in disbelief. “Am I no more to you than that? Some hireling to be ordered about?”
“On the contrary,” his father said. “You are of great significance, and that is why your future must be secured. If something were to ever happen to your brother, you would need to secure the title with an appropriate heir, one with an acceptable lineage.”
Richard’s jaw clenched. “Ah, so I am not a hireling but, rather, a well-bred horse in your stable, whose only expectation is to sire the next prize stallion. And, doubtlessly, if I do not, I, like that horse, shall be turned out to work alongside the other workhorses on the estate.”
His father’s eyes narrowed. “Not on my estates.” His voice held more than a little warning.
Richard stepped closer and pulled himself up to his full height, which was two inches taller than his father. “And if you turn me out and something happens to my brother, then where will your precious title fall? Ah, yes, to your brother.” The comment caused the reaction he desired. His father took a step back and his face paled slightly. 
“Two weeks,” Richard said. “I ask for two weeks to consider your offer, my lord.”
“What is there to consider?” Lady Catherine asked.
“The value of my life,” Richard snarled. He moved toward the door, but his mother’s hand on his arm forestalled him.
“Will I see you again?” Her eyes were filled with fear.
“At least once more,” he murmured as he kissed her cheek before leaving the room and instructing that his things be readied for a journey.
~*~

Richard paused for a moment on the steps of Darcy House before lifting the knocker and allowing it to fall. Footmen waited at the carriage ready to divest the equipage of his belongings as soon as instructed to do so.
“The master and mistress have just arrived. If you will wait here a moment, I shall see if they are home to callers.” Daniels held the door open for Richard to enter.
“I do not need to speak with them.” Richard cast a glance over his shoulder to the carriage that waited on the street. “I need only to know if I can store my things here until I have a place where they can be sent.”
Daniels raised an eyebrow slightly. “If you will wait, the master will see you directly.”
Richard sighed. He had hoped that Daniels would simply allow him to leave his things and be gone. He had little desire to speak with anyone. He wandered into the sitting room and took a seat near the window where he could best appreciate the weak winter light before it faded to shadows. 
He had only been seated for a moment when Darcy, followed by Elizabeth, entered the room with, what seemed to him, to be more haste than necessary. He sighed again and slowly rose to his feet.
“Why must you store your things at Darcy House?” Darcy asked, ignoring the normal pleasantries of greeting.
“I have nowhere else to put them at present,” Richard replied. “I will send for them as soon as I have lodgings.”
Darcy motioned to the chair from which Richard had just risen, and Richard obediently sat. It would do him no good to offend the cousin from whom he wished to obtain help.
Darcy unbuttoned his coat before sitting and leaning toward Richard. “The full story, if you will.”
Richard scrubbed his face with his hands, settled back in his chair, and related the events that had led to his departure from home.
“Where will you stay?” asked Darcy.
“Not here,” Richard replied, hearing the softness of his cousin’s question, and knowing that it indicated Darcy’s next comments would be to suggest that Richard stay at Darcy House. “It must be some place where my father cannot find me. I must be completely free from him for a fortnight.” He blew out a breath. “And it must be what I could afford should I refuse his offer.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I must see what my life will be and if I can abide it.” He smiled wryly at Darcy. “So, you may not assist me aside from storing my things until I am able to keep them myself.”
“Daniels has a sister who works for someone who rents rooms to respectable gentlemen.” 
Both Darcy and Richard looked at Elizabeth in surprise. 
“I like to know about my servants’ families,” she explained. “We could ask him for the address, and if he knows whether there are any rooms available at this moment. If he does not, he may have recommendations.” She smiled at Richard. “You are my family, and as such, I will care for you as far as you will allow me.”
He ducked his head slightly, hoping to keep from her the effect that such comforting words had upon him. “I thank you, Mrs. Darcy.”
“Elizabeth,” she corrected. “Or Lizzy, if you prefer.” She rose and gave his shoulder a soft pat. “I will inquire of Daniels while you men discuss whatever might remain
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