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Chapter 1


The door to the library closed, and Charles Bingley listened carefully to the sound of footsteps growing faint as distance separated his sisters from him. When he could not hear even the softest step, he turned to his friend.  
“Come, Darcy, tell us what troubles you,” he said as he fiddled with the deck of cards that had been left on the table when his sisters had left the room. He hoped that in doing so it would look like he was just beginning a conversation of little weight. 
His dearest friend, Fitzwilliam Darcy, shook his head. 
“They will not be returning if that is what has you troubled,” Bingley’s brother-in-law Hurst inserted. “When Louisa and Caroline begin whispering as they were at the end of our game and paying not one whit of attention to their cards, I know they will be secreted away somewhere for hours.” 
Darcy gave him a tight smile. “It is nothing of significance.” 
Bingley placed the deck of cards back on the table and tapped the top of them before rising from his chair. “Then, it should cause you little pain to share your thoughts.” He paced to the hearth and gave what remained of the fire a stir. The nights were definitely growing colder, but this room seemed well-suited to keeping out drafts – or most of them – as long as the door was closed.
He turned toward his resolutely silent friend and shot Hurst a conspiratorial smile. “I dare say he either has no thoughts, or he thinks us too stupid to hear them.” 
“I do not –” Darcy began, but then stopped and said, “No, you will not draw it out of me by tricks.” 
“Would libations work?” Hurst asked. 
Darcy chuckled. “No. I prefer to keep my own counsel is all.” 
“Well, that is too bad. I was hoping for a glass of something that would burn my throat a bit.” 
“Do not let me stop you,” Darcy replied. “If your brother has something of the sort to offer, let him offer it.” 
“He knows where he can find it.” Bingley dropped down on a sofa across from Darcy. “He just wants an excuse to indulge more than my sister would find appropriate for one of his station.” 
“I am not hen-pecked, if that is what you are implying.” 
Bingley shrugged. 
He knew just how demanding his older sister could be. If her husband were not at least a little hen-pecked, it would be a miracle – or he would be some grizzled old military man, who was slightly hard of hearing and who barked orders at one and all without ever taking one himself. That was not Hurst. Hurst tended towards self-indulgence in most things, but most significantly, fashion, cards, and drinking. He was not a drunkard, but then, that might be partly due to Louisa’s constant nattering on the subject.  
“I suppose then, Hurst, that we shall have to guess the source of the frown that has furrowed the place between Darcy’s eyes.” 
“I am not frowning. I am thinking.” 
“It does rather look the same,” Hurst inserted. 
“Do you think he is considering our sister as a wife?” Bingley knew the answer to that question, which was precisely the reason why he had posed it. 
Darcy groaned and shook his head. “I said that I would not succumb to trickery, and I am a man of my word.” 
“I am not attempting to trick you. I am attempting to formulate a reason for your sullen behaviour so that you will not have to tell us.” Bingley extended his legs and crossed his ankles. “I am providing a service. Now, if you would kindly refrain from interrupting my process.” 
“Your process?” Darcy cried. “I know your process. You shall concoct the most ridiculous reason designed in every detail to provoke me into proving you wrong. It is what you always do.” 
“If you know you are going to have to tell him, I do not see why you allow yourself the misery of bearing his schemes,” Hurst said. “It seems rather a good deal better to just offer the information at the first.” 
“Can I not just ponder things on my own without sharing them with you two housewives?” 
“You can if you will do so quietly while I concoct a most ridiculous reason,” Bingley replied with a smile. 
“Why do I tolerate you?” Darcy growled. 
“Because I am amiable and easily led.” 
Darcy chuckled. “Easily led? You? Do you believe that, Hurst?” 
“There is not a Bingley of my acquaintance of either sex who does not do precisely as he or she wishes to do.” 
“He is rather obstinate, is he not?” Darcy gave Bingley a taunting smile. 
“Well, then, I do believe it is merely my charm which endears me to you.” Bingley sat forward, clasped his hands under his chin, and fluttered his lashes. 
“Do not do that,” Hurst said on the end of a laugh. “Expressions such as that can put a man off his food and keep him from sleeping at night.” 
“In that case, I shall teach it to your son when you have one.” 
“You will do nothing of the sort,” Hurst retorted. 
“There is no news on that front is there?” Bingley knew that his sister had been hopeful twice in the past year and a half that she might be with child, only to be disappointed. 
“None that has been told to me.” 
“My condolences,” Darcy said. 
“Thank you.” Hurst shrugged and fell silent. 
Oh, well, that was well done! How was he supposed to entertain himself and discover if Darcy’s thoughts regarding Miss Elizabeth Bennet were favourable or not if both his companions refused to carry a conversation? 
“I do hope Miss Bennet is better in the morning,” he said in an attempt to start some sort of discussion. 
This was met with two muttered agreements and nothing else. 
“I think I might wish to marry her.” There. That should get some sort of response beyond a mutter. 
“Louisa and Caroline have already supposed that was the direction in which you had set your mind.” 
“Have they?” Darcy’s tone was as surprised sounding as Bingley felt at Hurst’s revelation. 
“Why do you think they disparage the Bennets so much?” 
“I thought it was because Darcy finds Miss Elizabeth fascinating,” Bingley answered. 
Hurst shrugged. “There is that. However, your interest in the eldest Miss Bennet would bring the whole family into our circle of close friends and relations, which happens to include Darcy. And you know Caroline does not like to lose or even think she might.” 
Well, that was true. Caroline was spoiled and crafty. Bingley could think of several times in their younger years when she had arranged to win at some game by bribing a servant or enacting some scheme to cripple her opponent’s chances. He sat forward as a thought struck him. 
“Are they devising a scheme to ensure that Darcy is not given more time to become attached to Miss Elizabeth?” 
Hurst shook his head. “I am sure I could not say, but I would be on my guard if I were you.” 
“Darcy is not going to become more attached to Miss Elizabeth,” Darcy answered. “Darcy is not attached to Miss Elizabeth. She is an acquaintance and a momentary diversion. Nothing else.” 
Bingley chuckled. “And yet, you have been sitting there pondering what she said about accomplished ladies for over an hour.” 
Darcy blinked. “How did –” He pressed his lips together and shook his head. “No, no, I shall not engage your guess.” 
“Then, I am correct in my assessment?” 
“I dare say you are,” Hurst agreed. “His ears are turning red.” 
Darcy rose. “I honestly do not see why I tolerate the two of you.” 
“Sit down.” 
“I am going to my room.” 
“Then, expect me to question you about this tomorrow.” Bingley crossed his arms and glared at Darcy. The man was as stubborn as a mule at times. “You do know that we are capable of helping you figure out whatever it is that you are pondering. In fact, I know from experience that you often come to a conclusion much more readily when you begin to reason aloud.” 
“But reasoning aloud means others will hear my thoughts.” 
“He is brilliant, is he not, Hurst?” 
Hurst held up his hands. “I rather like my face as it is. I shall let you decide this between yourselves alone.” 
“You are such a coward,” Bingley shot back at him. 
“Perhaps, but I am a handsome one, and I intend to keep it that way.” 
“Debating my thoughts with you will do me no good, for I already know your opinion on the matter.” 
“Do you?” Bingley said along with Hurst. 
“I believe your words were that you would not be as fastidious as me for a kingdom or something rather close to that. Therefore, I already know that you think my standards for what I consider a properly accomplished lady are too exacting. You know, for instance, that I would not approve of Miss Bennet for you if you were to petition me for my opinion on the matter because her circumstances are not as high as I would recommend. They are not overly low, but they are not as elevated as many of the ladies you have called on in town.” 
Bingley’s mouth dropped open. This was what his friend thought of the angel who rested in one of the guest chambers above stairs? She was not good enough for him? Him, who was not yet a landed gentleman? Him who thought his heart likely already lost to the sweetest lady he had ever been fortunate enough to meet? Of all the ridiculous thoughts to have had, that had to be the most incredulously absurd one that Bingley had ever heard Darcy spout. 
“And now I have offended you, which is precisely why I should not have aired even one of my thoughts.” 
Bingley rose from the sofa and came to stand in front of his dearest and currently stupidest friend. He’d be hanged if he was going to let the fellow get away with disparaging Miss Bennet. “I was wrong. You are not merely fastidious. You are arrogant and priggish. I dare say you tolerate me because you know that if you do not, you will be left without a particular friend because I am the only one who can put up with your high in the instep attitude without demanding you relieve me of my duty to my youngest sister in return for the favour.” 
Darcy’s eyes had narrowed as Bingley spoke. It was obvious that the man was more than a little angry, but to Bingley’s way of thinking, it was precisely what he deserved. 
“I see I have offend the great and mighty Fitzwilliam Darcy. I suppose he was correct about it being better to keep one’s thoughts in one’s head.” He turned to Hurst. “I think you and I should provoke my sister and have a glass of something rather strong. What say you?” He moved a pace away from Darcy. “I hope you sleep as you deserve. Good night, sir.” He made a motion towards the door. 
“May your wish be granted to you in kind,” Darcy said before stalking out of the room. 
“That was not well-done,” Hurst said when the door had closed behind Darcy. “If we lose his connection, it will hurt Caroline’s chances of making a good match.” 
“If we keep his connection, she will never consider anyone other than him as a match.” Bingley’s cheeks puffed out before he blew out a breath. Darcy was angry, but he doubted that what had been said would end their friendship. They had spoken harshly to one another before and, after a period of time, things had been restored. He ran
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