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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      It was a lovely day in Lambton as Fitzwilliam Darcy sat in his office and wrote a letter to his sister, who was visiting their cousins in Scotland. As he wrote, Darcy’s stepson Rowley played at his feet with a small wooden ark and animals. Since the day that Darcy married Theodosia West a year ago, the boy had become his new father’s shadow. As soon as he learned to walk, his every step was spent chasing after Darcy, to the point the gentleman resigned himself to the little boy’s constant presence. Therefore, it was not unusual for Rowley to spend his afternoon in Darcy’s office as he completed his correspondence and dealt with necessary estate business.

      What was unusual was the sound of boots crashing against the entryway floor as they ran in the direction of the office.

      “Mr. Darcy!” James, one of the stablehands, shouted as he rounded the corner into the room. “Mr. Darcy, you must come quickly!”

      Darcy stood with such haste, he knocked over his chair, startling Rowley, who began to cry.

      “What is the matter, James? Is it one of the horses?”

      The stablehand shook his head with an air of sadness that made Darcy feel ill down to his very core.

      “I am sorry, sir, but no harm has come to the animals. It is Mrs. Darcy… she is injured, sir.”

      Darcy quickly picked up Rowley off the floor and hurried out into the foyer, where his housekeeper Reynolds had already been summoned by the commotion. The little boy collapsed into her arms in tears as Darcy turned back to James.

      “What has happened, James? Do we need to move her to the house?” he asked as he followed the stablehand out the door. But the expression on James’s face made it clear that something worse had occurred on Theodosia’s daily ride.

      “Crenshaw went to town to fetch the doctor, sir. But we must get to her right away. I do not believe she can be moved from where she fell,” James said, his face pale with worry. The concern on the stablehand’s face was enough to increase Darcy’s pace so that soon, he left James far behind him. Theodosia was an excellent rider, and she had never once fallen from her horse in all the many years that he had known her. What could have possibly happened to her today to cause such an accident?

      What had happened to his wife?
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Months Later

      

      

      “Elizabeth! Elizabeth, Alvie will be home for dinner at any moment! Can you please come down and join us?”

      Elizabeth Bennet set down the book she was reading in her sister’s guest room and sighed as she looked out over the streets of London. As grateful as she was for the escape from the monotony of life at Longbourn, she did not expect that her sister’s married life would also be more than a little dull. Not that Elizabeth anticipated a marriage to a bookshop owner would invite daily adventures.

      “Elizabeth,” Mary said as she appeared in the doorway. “Mama is about to burst from the exhaustion of having to set her own table. She has not ceased her complaining and has insisted on hiring us a housekeeper. I do not know how she intends for us to pay a housekeeper…”

      With a smile and a gentle laugh of understanding, Elizabeth stood from her chair and wrapped Mary in a hug.

       “She only wants the best for you, Mary.”

      Her sister sighed and gestured around them at her cozy, but lovely little house. “Alvie and I were lucky to be able to afford our home. I am not concerned with hiring a staff when I am perfectly capable of cleaning and cooking. But perhaps you could join us and distract her while I finish dinner?”

      Elizabeth took her sister’s hand and followed her down the stairs to the kitchen, where their mother was worrying over a goose that was roasting in the fire.

      “Mama, let me baste the goose and you can set the table,” Elizabeth said as she gently pushed her mother away from the fireplace. Mary’s kitchen was small, but the fire was burning bright, and the scent of roasting goose filled the entire room. Even as Elizabeth took Mrs. Bennet’s place, she muttered to herself about the work she was forced to do.

      “If we had visited Jane and Charles, I would not have been forced to cook our own dinner, Elizabeth,” Mrs. Bennet whispered just loudly enough for Mary to hear her, who sighed as she poured the wine. 

      “Jane and Charles are in India, mama. Did you wish to travel on a ship for months just to see them for a few days and return home? Because if that is the case, I can book us passage first thing tomorrow.”

      Her mother gruffly snatched the dishes from the cabinet and left Elizabeth with the goose, for which she was grateful. In truth, she would have been very happy to go to India as soon as she was able. Jane and Charles left for India only a few months after their wedding and Elizabeth missed her eldest sister desperately. She wrote letters to Jane every week, but they took an eternity to arrive and even longer for her sister to write back. With Mary in London and Jane half a world away, Elizabeth had been so lonely at Longbourn. This visit to London had been an attempt to alleviate some of that loneliness…

      If only it were working.

      Just as she was removing the roast potatoes from the stove, Mary’s husband, Alvie Withers, came through the door, shaking off the rain that had soaked through his coat.

      “My goodness, there is practically a river flowing through the streets! Mary, my love. Mrs. Bennet, Elizabeth, I hope you have stayed warm and dry today.”

      Mary hurried over to take her husband’s coat and kiss him on the cheek. “How was your day at the bookshop, darling?”

      “Rather quiet. Though you will never believe who stopped in to pick up a large box of books for his London library!”

      Alvie rushed over to get the goose off the spit and set it on the table while the ladies debated who might have visited his shop.

      “Your cousin, George? He is visiting from Glasgow, is he not?” Mary asked.

      “Perhaps it was our cousin, George, though I believe he is in America,” Elizabeth added with a laugh.

      “The King?” Mrs. Bennet said, causing the whole room to erupt in laughter.

      “Not a single George to speak of, I am afraid. Fitzwilliam Darcy! He said he has read every book in his library since the passing of his wife, so he is anxious to purchase any new volumes that come into my shop.”

      Elizabeth looked up from the potatoes that she was serving in surprise. “Fitzwilliam Darcy is a widower? I did not even know he had married.”

      “He did, though the marriage was brief,” Alvie said as he carved the goose. “His wife, who was a widow herself, passed away following a riding accident. Now he is alone with his departed wife’s young son. And I fear that is all I know, ladies.”

      Elizabeth took her seat at the table across from Mary, who had a look in her eye that implied a scheme was afoot. And given her opinion on marriage without love, Elizabeth knew that she would not approve of any schemes that Mary might be plotting.

      “Mary… why are you staring at me like that?”

      Her sister was aghast. “How am I staring at you, Elizabeth? Do not be silly.”

      “I hope that is true, miss. Because I am keeping my eye on you.”

      Mary waved away her sister’s worries as she took her first bite of goose, but Elizabeth was sure something was amiss…

      And that something had to do with Fitzwilliam Darcy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      Darcy sat at the desk in his office in London with his hand on his forehead, as little Rowley bounced on his knee, with his own hand on his face, mimicking his father’s gesture. Nary a day had gone by when Rowley had not followed Darcy back and forth on his daily chores, no matter what they were. If he had to assist with repairs on the stable, Rowley was there. If he had to sign contracts or send correspondence from his office, Rowley was in his lap while he wrote. And if he had to go into town, the little boy would cause a commotion until Darcy agreed to bring him along for the ride. 

      One month after Theodosia’s death, when Rowley was struggling to understand the loss of his mother the most, Darcy hired a nanny for the little boy named Mrs. Bell. She was a lovely woman, but Rowley wanted absolutely nothing to do with her. Any time Mrs. Bell so much as approached the little boy, he would begin to scream as if he were being threatened by a monster. They kept her on for a month in the hope that eventually, he would become comfortable with her presence. But each passing day only seemed to grow worse. Finally, when the rest of the household could no longer tolerate Rowley’s crying and screaming fits, Darcy was forced to let Mrs. Bell go. After that, he only allowed Darcy and Mrs. Reynolds to come near him.

      Which was precisely why Darcy was trying to work with a little boy on his lap who insisted on scribbling his own letters. Rowley was covered in ink, and Darcy couldn’t help but laugh as he wiped the boy’s hands clean with his handkerchief.

      “One day I shall get my work done in a timely manner, Rowley. Perhaps, when you learn to read and write for yourself, you can assist me.”

      Rowley laughed, even though he did not understand why, and began reaching for the stacks of mail that sat on Darcy’s desk. When he knocked the letters to the floor, Darcy sighed as he bent over to pick them up. On the top of the stack, he saw handwriting that did not look familiar.

      “What is this, little one? Are you receiving letters now, as well?” he asked as he gently sliced the seal on the envelope. When he glanced at the signature, Mary Withers, he did not recognize the name. “Perhaps it is for you, Rowley.”

      But as he began to read, it was clear the letter was not for the little one. Not precisely, anyway.

      
        
        Dear Mr. Darcy,

      

        

      
        I hope this letter finds you well and recovering from the loss of your dear wife, Theodosia. My husband, Alvie Withers, is the owner of a bookshop in London and when he told us of your loss, we were greatly saddened. I know it has been many months since her passing, but I also
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