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Chapter 1


  
  As thunder rumbled in the distance, Fitzwilliam Darcy brushed a droplet of rain from his cheek and knew he needed to find shelter soon. Those heavy grey clouds were not going to hold their contents much longer. Indeed, the raindrop he had dashed from his cheek was a sign that a deluge was imminent.

  He turned his horse toward a small copse of trees beyond which he knew stood a cottage. It was a small structure — one that was seldom used for anything other than an escape to solitude under the guise of hunting. There he would find materials for a fire, blankets, and a few easily kept supplies waiting for him, but, most importantly, that cottage would provide for him a refuge from the coming storm.

  By the time Darcy swung down from his horse and saw to the beast’s care, the few drops of rain that had alerted him to danger had increased, and he knew he would do well to enter the cottage without being thoroughly drenched. Pulling his hat down, he ducked his head and raced to the cottage door, where he flung the door wide and entered rapidly, removing his hat from his head and shaking the rain from it as he did.

  “Oh!” a shocked voice greeted him as he entered.

  Darcy stopped what he was doing and stared for a moment at the pretty source of the surprised greeting. “Who are you?” he asked as he pushed the door closed.

  The petite lady before him pulled herself straight, increasing her height by a full half inch, and lifted her chin. “Miss Elizabeth Bennet.”

  As Darcy took a long, silent look at Elizabeth, she shifted under his scrutiny, but just barely. From where he stood, she appeared to be a charming woman in a determined, unwavering sort of fashion. Her eyes were the colour of a clear summer day, her hair tumbled down her back in waves the colour of a strong cup of coffee, and her figure? Ah, her figure! What gentlemen would not admire a figure such as hers? Even covered from neck to toe in a sturdy brown pelisse, he could see that it was slight and exceedingly pleasing.

  “And pray tell, Miss Bennet, how came you to be in my cottage?”

  The brow over her left eye arched. “How came you to be so wet, sir?”

  Darcy chuckled at her impertinence. “We call it rain here in the north. What do you call it in the south?” He could tell by her accent that she was not from the area.

  Her lips twitched. “We call it precipitation when we wish to sound scholarly, or rain when we do not.”

  Clearly, she had a sharp wit and a sardonic sense of humour – two traits that Darcy found delightful. His mother had been similar when at home and not in company.

  “Then, you are hiding from the rain as well?”

  She gave a sharp nod of her head in reply and drew from behind her back a bonnet that looked as if it had been attacked by some angry maid with a broom.

  “A branch,” she said in explanation. “I had hoped to duck in here, repair what I could of my hat and hair, and wait out the storm before continuing my walk.”

  “Are you staying nearby?” Darcy removed his greatcoat and draped it over a chair next to the table upon which he had placed his hat.

  “Have you a name?” she replied. “For I should like to know on whose property I am trespassing before I admit to more than my name. I should hate for my host to bear any reproach for my behaviour.”

  To Darcy, she did not appear to be anxious regarding her situation in the least. There was no nervous shifting of her feet or faltering in her speech. She spoke boldly as one who had not a worry in the world. In fact, the dancing light in her eyes seemed to say she already knew to whom she was speaking.

  “And if I refuse to answer?” Darcy motioned to one of the two chairs before the hearth as an invitation for her to be seated while he went about the task of lighting a fire.

  “Then I shall tell you no more than my name. As it is, I only need a few moments to repair this hat, and then I will be on my way.” She perched on the edge of the chair to the right of the firebox and turned her attention to her bonnet.

  Darcy sat back on his heels and stared at her incredulously. “You would venture out into that storm if I do not tell you my name? Did you not say you were going to wait out the storm in here?”

  Her hands stilled, and she lifted puzzled eyes to him. “I entered this cottage unmarried and with a respectable reputation. I intend to leave it in a similar state whether you tell me your name or not.” Her eyes and her hands returned to her work.

  She was intent upon leaving? Did she lack sense? She had seemed intelligent up until now.

  “You cannot go out into that storm. I cannot allow it.”

  “You cannot allow it?” Her voice was full of indignation. “You are nobody to me save a stranger, whose name I do not even know, and I will leave if I choose.” She lifted her bonnet, tipped it one way and then another before resuming her repairs.

  She was being foolish. Between the rain and the lightning mixed with the fog that often settled into this valley, she would be lost in moments after leaving the safety of this cottage.

  “How well do you know the path?” He struck the flint against the steel over his tinderbox. Perhaps he could talk some sense into her – make her see reason and change her decision. No one would know she was here alone with him. To leave just to protect a reputation when leaving would put her life in danger was utter foolishness.

  “I have walked it every day for the past six days.”

  He bent and blew on the glowing tinder, encouraging the fire to leap up and catch the small bit of kindling he held in his hand.

  “And how many of those times were in the rain and fog?” he asked as he put the burning kindling into the firebox. The dampness would be soon driven out of the air in the cottage once the flames grew strong enough to devour a small log. Then, he would boil some water and make tea.

  “There was fog yesterday.” She lifted her hat once again for inspection.

  Seeing her look of satisfaction, Darcy snatched the bonnet from her.

  “My hat!” Elizabeth exclaimed as she grabbed for it.

  Darcy placed it behind his back, so that she could not reach it. “The fog yesterday was light. Today, with this rain, it will be heavy. You will not be able to see more than a few feet in front of you, which will make it far too easy for you to get turned around and find yourself facing a rocky precipice instead of the path to the Foleys’ home.”

  He smiled as her mouth dropped open. “You bear a resemblance to Mrs. Foley when you are displeased.”

  “And have you seen my great aunt displeased very often, Mr. Darcy?” She folded her arm and glared at him.

  He chuckled. Yes, he had seen that glare a few times in his life.

  “More when I was younger and especially when my cousin was visiting, but it has been years. I do not feel the need to eat her apples any longer.” He crossed the room and placed Elizabeth’s bonnet near his hat on the table. “I should hate to see how angry she would be with me if she were to discover I allowed her niece to wander through a storm and fall to her death.” He shook his head. “The bonnet and you are both remaining.”

  “And how angry do you think my aunt will be when she discovers I have spent an extended period of time in a cottage with a gentleman alone?”

  He grabbed her wrist as she attempted to reach around him and retrieve her hat. The action drew her closer to him. Even at her full height she only came to his chin. “Do you still climb trees?”

  Her look of anger faded from her eyes, and the scathing reproof he was certain she was about to unleash on him died on her lips.

  “Do you,” he repeated, “still … climb trees?” Her nearness was causing his breath to quicken. He should let go of her wrist, but then she might snatch that bonnet and fly from the cottage.

  “How do you know I used to climb trees?”

  He shrugged and then, lifting her hand, turned it over to inspect her palm. “You have visited your aunt before, and you like apples.”

  Her hands were not so soft as some young ladies’ hands were, but they were not so rough as those of his housekeeper or any of his maids. She must not toil with her hands. She must just thwart propriety. Her pelisse was made of good cloth, which also spoke to her status as higher than that of a tenant farmer’s daughter.

  He peeked at her sheepishly. “I believe it was about three years ago when I watched someone, who very much resembled you, climb the apple tree near Mrs. Foley’s kitchen. I was returning home from this very cottage. My father was staying here for two more days, but my mother wished to have me home for a time before I returned to school. I had intended to stop at your aunt’s home and ask for an apple, but then I saw you.”

  Her brows were furrowed. “You were going to ask for an apple? Not take one?”

  He shook his head. “I had learned my lesson about that a few years earlier. My father was even less pleased than your aunt when he heard about it. To be fair, she had warned my cousin and me that she would tell him if she ever caught us again. She is a woman of her word.”

  “As am I,” Elizabeth pulled her hand from his grip and attempted once again to snatch her hat.

  Without thinking, Darcy wrapped his arms around her to keep her from reaching the bonnet, but then quickly released her and, taking up her bonnet, stood across the table from her. “Forgive me. I was not thinking about anything but your safety.”

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  Darcy’s instinct may have been focused on keeping her here safe, warm, and dry within this cottage when he wrapped his arms around her, but now, as he stood across from her with a table between them, those same instincts were causing him to question his own safety.

  It was not that she posed some sort of danger to him physically. He certainly did not feel threatened. He did not expect her to snatch up the poker from the fire and attack him with it. Nor did he expect her to throw herself at him and pummel him into unconsciousness. His person, his physical being, was not in danger of injury. However, from the jolt of pleasure he had received when he wrapped his arms around her, he knew that he was in grave danger of being tortured by his desires, and that thought was excessively unsettling.

  He had been attracted to many ladies in his several seasons in town. He had even, at one time, imagined himself in love with Miss Scott, whose father owned an estate no more than ten miles from his father’s. Therefore, it was not as if he had never experienced the sensations of desire. He had, and yet until this moment, he had never feared those desires as he did now, for he had never felt such an immediate and nearly overwhelming longing as he had in that brief moment when he held Elizabeth in his arms.

  Perhaps it would be best
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