
  
    [image: Darcy’s Adventures in Egypt]
  


  
    
      Darcy’s Adventures in Egypt

      An Adventurous Pride and Prejudice Variation Duo

    

    
      
        Adele Dixon

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Blue Flowers Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 Adele Dixon and Secret Garden Publishing

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. The Shadow of Anubis

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        By Hathor’s Hand

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        EIGHT MONTHS LATER

      

    

    
      
        Also from Blue Flowers Press

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Shadow of Anubis

          

        

      

    

    
      “Dash it all, Charles, you cannot sit there and tell me that you have never wanted to see Egypt! The pyramids, the great temple at Abu Simbel… Think of the history, the thrill of discovery…” Fitzwilliam Darcy was excited, more excited than his friend Charles Bingley had seen him in years.

      “I think you mean the thrill of treasure hunting, Darcy.” Charles said as he pushed the pile of rough parchment across his desk. Darcy had brought leather wrapped sheaves of parchment and exotic papyrus paper covered in drawings, facts, figures, and even a map that looked as though he had purchased it from a street urchin in some heat-baked hut some a far flung corner of the Empire.

      Darcy threw up his hands in frustration.

      “Charles, you are impossible,” he said as he began to gather the papers his friend had scattered, trying to organize them once more. He held out a sketch, his finger stabbing into the page. “Look, Charles. Look! You cannot sit there and tell me that this does not hold the promise of something we have been seeking for years now!” Charles took the sketch and held it awkwardly, turning it this way and that, trying to make sense of it.

      “Darcy, you know I cannot make heads nor tails of this scribbling. Not to mention the fact it smells like the dungheap you bought it from.” Charles dropped the piece of papyrus back to the shining wood of the desk and looked at his friend with exasperation.

      “You know, Darcy, when you wanted to go to France, I said yes… why not? France is beautiful, France has wonderful wine, and it was a lovely tour regardless of that nasty business with Napoleon. When you said you wanted to go to Germany, of course I agreed at once, but when you started talking about traveling to Ceylon, even Russia, I listened to you… and now, God forbid, Egypt! I will take a caravan with you, and I will take a sailing ship to the Americas, maybe even to Ceylon to bring my sisters back some tea… but Egypt? Why, Darcy? Why?” Charles leaned back in his chair and spread his hands wide.

      With his hands on his hips, Darcy stared down at his friend, his brow furrowed in furious thought. The clock on the mantelpiece marked the time of the silence that hung between them. Finally, Darcy sighed heavily and bent once more to retrieve his papers from the desk. He shuffled them back into some semblance of order and inserted them back into their study leather cover.

      “Tell me you will think about it, Charles. Surely you must have seen the newest exhibition at the British Museum? What Belzoni is discovering under the sand is becoming more and more exciting every day. Soon there will be nothing left for men like us to find. I want a piece of the adventure. When I am an old man at the club, I want to have more exciting stories to tell than how I rode the length and breadth of my estate every fortnight on my favorite mare and restocked my lake with brown trout every spring.”

      Charles Bingley chuckled, but he shook his head. “You are being melodramtic. I cannot make a decision now, Darcy. We have plenty of time for adventure in our lives that does not involve riding into the sand dunes on the back of an ornery camel.”

      “When you grow tired of living on the generosity of your elder sister, let me know, Charles. I’m sure I can spare a room for you at Pemberley,” Darcy said with a raised eyebrow. It was a low blow, but he needed his friend’s support.

      The clock on the mantle ticked away the silence once more, and Darcy knew that he was close to getting his way. Charles was not as boring as he pretended to be, and deep down, Darcy knew that his friend hungered for adventure.

      “If I agree to go with you, can you promise me that you will stop this tiresome search for fame and fortune? I cannot be expected to jump to my feet every time to decide to scamper off to some strange part of the world on one of your whims. Whatever will Georgiana think?” Charles may have been close to giving in, but he was not going  down without a fight. That comment about living on his sister’s good will had stung. It was true, he was living with Louisa and Mr. Hurst on the promise that he would find an estate of his own to let, but it had taken him longer than he had expected to find the perfect one.

      “You must have some kind of adventure in your life, Charles. You can at least agree to that,” Darcy said, quietly. If Charles could not be moved by the guarantee of treasure, he could at least be moved on a matter of personal pride. “Think of it, Charles. Our names on one of the greatest discoveries to come out of Egypt in the last ten years. ‘Charles Bingley, philanthropist and adventurer,’ I can see it all now.” A slow smile spread over Darcy’s face as his friend’s brow furrowed.

      “As for Georgiana, she has been convinced since the earliest whisper of my plans were made known to her,” Darcy said, and then he paused. “However, I may have also promised her a gold bracelet from the tomb of an Egyptian princess, but I will deal with that when it comes time to deliver.”

      Charles laughed and leaned back in his chair to look at his friend more carefully. They had been through much together, and he counted Darcy as one of his greatest friends.

      “I will say this now, so that it will never come up in conversation again,” Charles said slowly. “It is not the thought of treasure and adventure which has convinced me, Darcy... but the fact that if you go to Egypt without me and discover something wonderful, I will never hear the end of it.”

      A smile spread over Darcy’s face. “Do you mean it, Charles? Will you come with me to Egypt?”

      Charles Bingley groaned and leaned his face against his hand. “Yes. Yes, I will come with you. But you must know that I will not be able to put in as much money as you are asking…”

      Darcy raised an eyebrow, “Don’t tell me you need to ask for Louisa’s permission to leave the country. You do recall that her demands put quite a damper on our journey to France.”

      Charles made a face, “I do not need you to remind me of that, for Louisa and Mr. Hurst will never let me forget it. No, Darcy, I have let a house. A country house, in fact.”

      “Well, Charles, I am very happy for you, and I am sure that you will be quite content. Where have you settled on?” Darcy was curious; his friend had lived in his sister’s house, or at the rooms of their club for longer than was entirely necessary for a gentleman with more than five thousand a year.

      “It is called Netherfield Park, in Hertfordshire. There is a charming town nearby, and some very pleasing countryside surrounding it. I have been told that there is a herd of deer in the forest on the east of the estate, and I hope to be a capable steward for at least a few years. I shall be traveling there next week to take a tour with the caretaker and settle the final details,” Charles said, looking pleased with himself. Darcy smiled and reached out to shake his friend’s hand in congratulations.

      “It will be nothing to Pemberley, but I believe that I shall be very happy there. I have convinced Caroline and Louisa to accompany me, and you must come as well,” Charles said, and Darcy could not refuse him. Not after he had agreed to help fund this Egyptian adventure.

      “I look forward to seeing it for myself, Charles, I am sure that it is as beautiful as you say,” said Darcy, and then he paused, thinking carefully. “How is the society in Hertfordshire? Charming, country gentlemen and their families no doubt?”

      Charles nodded, wondering where Darcy’s mind was traveling.

      The thought struck Darcy like lightening, and he slapped his hand against his thigh triumphantly as it came to him.

      “Then there is a good chance that we will be able to raise interest, and no doubt the funds we need for our expedition! Surely, there will be a gentleman or three who will take an interest in our venture. What Englishman worth his salt would not want to have his name on a great discovery like this?” Darcy’s excitement was infectious, and Charles Bingley realized that he was well and truly going to Egypt in search of treasure with his good friend, Fitzwilliam Darcy.

      However, Darcy was right. They would need other investors, and Hertfordshire was the perfect place to find them. The chaps down at the club would be interested, to be sure, but there was just as much chance that they would pool their own funds and go off on their own expedition and beat them to the very treasure that they sought.

      No, it would be in their best interest to take their search for investors elsewhere.

      “I agree with you, Darcy. Hertfordshire will be the ideal place to find our investor, and let us hope we find a man with deep pockets,” Charles said, rapping his knuckles on his desk.

      Darcy poured two glasses of whiskey and passed his friend one of the crystal tumblers. “Indeed, and let us also hope that he is too old or infirm to want to come along on the journey,” he said with a wink.

      Charles tapped his glass with his finger and took a sip of the burning amber liquid inside. “To adventure, then?”

      Darcy’s smile was wide and his eyes sparkled with excitement. It was settled.

      “To adventure.”
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      “Jane, I must show you this.”

      Elizabeth Bennet walked through Longbourn’s gardens towards where her sister Jane sat. Jane was weaving lavender springs together to be hung to dry in the kitchens, and she smiled as Elizabeth approached. Her younger sister held large book open in her hands and her face was alight with the thrill of discovery.

      “Another new book from London, Lizzy? How Papa spoils you!” Jane smiled and shaded her eyes from the late summer sun.

      Elizabeth sat next to her sister and pointed at the illustration on the page, “Papa is simply happy to have an excuse to indulge his own interests. You know as well as I do that he has a great love for all things ancient, and he is pleased that I have developed my own interest in it.”

      Jane raised her eyebrow and looked at her sister with a small smile as she continued to weave her lavender. “Mama is beset with grief at your obsession with these books. ‘How is Lizzy ever to find a husband when her nose is always buried in some dusty tome,’ she laments day and night,” Jane said with a sigh.

      Elizabeth laughed at her sister’s perfect impersonation of their mother’s voice, and pointed at the page once more. “Look, Jane. Look here, look at how beautiful these illustrations are,” she said, running her fingers over the page reverently. “I cannot expect Mama to understand why I am so enraptured with these discoveries. But Papa is excited by them, and so am I.” She turned the page, her eyes devouring the artwork she saw there. Delicate sketches of the exotic images and writing made her mouth grow dry with eagerness to understand it all.

      “Lizzy, you cannot find much value in these books, can you? For all of Mary’s incessant reading, Mama cannot fault her for it as she is usually reading the Bible, and not some fantasy about men who steal the treasures of dead kings and queens…” Jane’s tone did not please Elizabeth, and she closed the book carefully.

      “I know that you do not find this subject as interesting as Papa and I do, but I will thank you not to deride these discoveries, Jane,” Elizabeth said with a frown. “These men are not thieves. They are adventurers, yes, but they are also scholars who are interested in the ideals of science and education, of bettering the lives of their fellow man in the pursuit of the truth of history!” She opened the creaking leather bound tome once more and did not see Jane rolling her eyes in response.

      “You see here, Jane, the Egyptians believed that if they were buried with all of their treasures around them, that they would be well furnished in the afterlife. When they awoke in Heaven, they would have all of their possessions around them, including servants and their beloved pets. Does that not sound wonderful?” Elizabeth asked, her eyes on her sister’s impassive face.

      “That does not sound wonderful to me, Lizzy,” Jane said, shifting uncomfortably on the stone bench. “You cannot believe that to be true… can you?”

      “Of course not, Jane. It is all ancient history, and this is what explorers are using to discover how these people lived their lives. I find it wonderfully romantic and exciting, but I do not believe in it. One does not have to believe to be fascinated,” Elizabeth replied, closing the book reluctantly.

      “It does not sound romantic to me, but we have always had a differing opinion on what true romance is, have we not?” Jane leaned against her sister’s shoulder and smiled at her. She did not understand Elizabeth’s obsession with this kind of history, she found it morbid and almost unsettling, but she did not want Elizabeth to think that she disapproved as their mother did.

      “Do not worry, Jane, if I ever find a gentleman whom I am desperately in love with, I promise that I will cease my reading of these strange books and focus on being the very best wife I can be. Until then, I will continue my research,” Elizabeth said with a smile as she set the book aside.

      The two worked together on the dwindling pile of lavender cuttings, until Hill rang the bell for supper. Elizabeth had said nothing more about the books Mr. Bennet was ordering for her from London, but after supper, she and her father would shut themselves away in the library to discuss what she had learned from the mysterious tomes.

      Mr. Bennet was as fascinated by ancient cultures as she, specifically that of the Egyptians. Since she was young girl, Mr. Bennet had told her stories of the kings and gods of the world that had been forgotten under the sand.

      As they walked back to the house in silence, Elizabeth hugged the book to her chest. What an amazing thing it would be to see Egypt. To see the monuments that were contained in these books, to read for herself the hieroglyphics she had begun to learn.

      “Lizzy! Jane!”

      Mrs. Bennet’s voice echoed in the foyer as they entered the house, and Elizabeth sighed.

      For now, the only traveling she would be doing would be through the books that her father ordered from London. It would have to be enough.
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      Charles Bingley, joined by his sisters Caroline and Louisa, Louisa’s husband Mr. Hurst, and an agitated Mr. Darcy arrived in Hertfordshire just as the leaves were beginning to change color. Netherfield Park was everything Charles had hoped that it would be, but while he was wrapped up in settling himself into his new home, Fitzwilliam Darcy could think of nothing but planning the fundraiser for their expedition.

      Charles came upon his friend as he sat at the great desk in the library. Its polished surface was covered with papers and books. Darcy had brought a whole trunk full of them from the library at Pemberley and he spent his days poring over them as he searched for anything that could verify the evidence he had purchased.

      “If I could only find a match...”

      Darcy would eat sparingly, taking his meals in the library instead of in the dining room with the others. Caroline, who had never been able to shake her childhood fascination with the man, had taken to hanging about the library, trying to tempt Darcy into conversation. Both of them were stubborn, however, and as non-communicative as Darcy was, Caroline was not deterred.

      “You are just in time, Charles. I fear that Mr. Darcy has begun to lose his mind.”

      Charles looked over to see his sister seated on one of the overstuffed chaise lounges, a book open in her lap and a glass of wine on the table in front of her. Her bemused expression told Charles that Darcy had been talking to himself again as he flipped through his books.

      “Charles, excellent, come here,” Darcy cried, as though he had just realized that he was not alone in the room any longer. “I believe I have finally found it.” He pointed eagerly to a rough drawing in a small, battered tome and when Charles did not immediately recognize what he was pointing out, Darcy let out a sigh of frustration and pulled the book towards the map he had purchased. A map which he clearly now believed to be genuine.

      “Here, you can see the outline of a tomb. See those columns there and there? They will be covered with sand now, but I daresay we are on the verge of a very exciting discovery! I could not be happier about it. Of course there is more work to be done before we can even think of approaching investors, and I shall have to send for some more books. I am thinking of returning to London to visit the museum once more...”

      “Again, Mr. Darcy? You were only at the museum last week,” Caroline said in a bored tone as she flipped a page of her book.

      “Now, Caroline, do not be so hard on Mr. Darcy, he is working very hard to find out whether or not these maps are accurate. We must be very sure,” Mr. Bingley said. Caroline merely huffed in amusement and turned another page.

      Darcy ignored Caroline’s barbs and focused on the papers in front of him once more. “If you look here, Charles. This inscription, I believe it is a piece of the Book of the Dead... quite interesting. I simply must examine it more closely to be sure, and it will need careful translation,” he said, gesturing over the papers.

      “It all sounds very morbid to me, Charles. I am not sure that Louisa would be comfortable with your plans if she knew that you were going hunting for... dead things.” Caroline’s voice was bored, but there was an undertone of teasing to her words, as though she was going to tell her sister something scandalous that would make Louisa withdraw her support. “Couldn’t you go to France instead, Charles? You brought me such lovely things the last time you were abroad, and I have a feeling that I will not like anything you bring back from that sandy backwater,” she pouted.

      “Now, Caroline, it is nothing like that, and you know that very well. Louisa and Mr. Hurst are very supportive of this venture,” Charles said with a grimace.

      “I hear that Mr. Darcy has promised my dear Georgiana some trinket from the grave of a long dead princess... how ghastly. Will she wear it, do you think, Charles?” Caroline had still not looked up from her book, but even though she was turning the pages, it was clear that she was not reading anything on them. Mr. Darcy’s jaw tightened and Charles wished that his sister could find something else to occupy her time that did not involve vexing Mr. Darcy.

      His friend was not prone to fits of bad temper, but he did carry a grudge like few others he had met. Charles Bingley had known Darcy since they had been children together, and he knew that once lost, Mr. Darcy’s good opinion was very rarely bestowed again. He knew that Caroline teased and cajoled him in such a way because she was incapable of flirting in any other manner. It embarrassed Charles to no end, but he could not very well stop her when she was like this.

      Perhaps he would mention it to Louisa after supper. The longer Mr. Darcy remained unmarried, so Caroline would persist in her attempts to gain his attentions, and so Darcy would continue to ignore her. The only one suffering would be Charles, and he had more things to worry about than his sister’s unrequited affection for his oldest friend.

      “Mr. Bingley.”

      Charles turned to see Netherfield Park’s butler, Mr. Morley, standing in the doorway.

      “Yes, Morley, what is it,” he said, instantly regretting the sharpness of his tone. However, the butler did not seem bothered, and simple inclined his head before speaking again.

      “A gentleman is here to see you, sir. A Mr. Bennet. I have shown him into the drawing room,” he said, his tone neutral and his eyes on the far wall. Charles ran a hand through his hair and looked at Mr. Darcy’s scattered papers and piles of books. He could not leave, not when Darcy could be just about to uncover something critical to their campaign.

      “Well, Mr. Bennet does not have the most favorable knack for timing, Morley,” Charles said, and then paused, thinking quickly. He could not leave his new neighbor standing in the drawing room forever. “Bring him in here. I am sure he will not stay long.”

      “That is what you said about that other gentleman... Sir Wilford something...” Caroline’s bored voice pierced Charles’ veneer of calm, and he grimaced as Mr. Morley turned and left the room to fetch their visitor.

      “Sir William Lucas,” Charles said sharply. “Whom I was very pleased to meet, Caroline. I would impress upon you to remember your manners when meeting this new neighbor. Lord Lucas may not have realized that you were mocking him, but I was shocked at your behavior. I will not tolerate it again.” He said the words with finality, and though Caroline did not reply, the subtle arch of her eyebrow told him that she would behave.

      At least for a short while.

      Mr. Darcy had made no move to clear his papers, but Charles stood up from his seat to welcome Mr. Bennet as Morley escorted him into the room.

      “Mr. Walter Bennet of Longbourn.”

      An elderly gentleman, carrying a silver topped walking stick entered the room. He was close to the age that Mr. Bingley’s own father had been when he had died, and Charles instantly warmed to the man, who seemed affable and was in possession of a pair of clear and kind eyes.

      Darcy had not yet abandoned his study, and had merely acknowledged the other man’s presence with a slight turn of his head. Mr. Bingley set a welcoming smile on his face and put what he hoped was a cheerful tone into his voice.

      “This is a most unexpected surprise. Welcome, Mr. Bennet to Netherfield Park. My name is Mr. Bingley,” he shook the man’s hand vigorously and gestured towards where his friend sat. “This is Mr. Darcy, and my sister, Miss Bingley.”

      To her credit, Caroline had the good grace to incline her head at his introduction. Mr. Bennet greeted them all in turn, but paused at Mr. Darcy’s turned back.

      “I do apologize for my friend, Mr. Bennet,” Charles stammered, embarrassment coloring his words. “Mr. Darcy has been deep in study since his arrival here at Netherfield Park.”

      He reached out and nudged at Mr. Darcy, who stood hurriedly and offered his hand to Mr. Bennet, who shook it warily.

      “Study? Pray, do not let me disturb you from such serious work,” Mr. Bennet said, his eyes on Mr. Darcy’s papers. “I merely came to welcome you to Hertfordshire, and offer you my humble service as your neighbor.”

      “I thank you, Mr. Bennet, I am most grateful for your generous welcome,” Charles said, but he noticed that his new neighbor’s gaze was still focused on the papers spread over the library desk. He exchanged a glance with Mr. Darcy, who was watching Mr. Bennet intently.

      For his part, Mr. Bennet’s expression was one of intense curiosity. “May I?” he asked hesitantly, as he reached a shaking hand toward the desk.

      “Of course, Mr. Bennet. Please,” Mr. Darcy stepped away from the desk to allow Mr. Bennet better access to the materials that were spread over the dark wood.

      The older man leaned over the desk carefully, and Mr. Darcy could see that he was hiding his enthusiasm for what he saw, so he decided to test the proverbial waters.

      “As you can see, we are planning an expedition to Egypt, Mr. Bennet,” he said, moving closer to the desk to move the map into the other man’s view. “This map came into my possession some years ago, and I have spent much of my time since then trying to verify its contents. I have been to every museum, spoken with every expert, and I believe... we believe… that it is genuine.”

      “Extraordinary,” Mr. Bennet whispered, his fingers brushing lightly against the rough edge of the papyrus. “Extraordinary,” he rubbed his hand over his mouth. “Have you... have you determined what it could be? A temple perhaps? Or a tomb? With the discoveries at Assouan; there is no telling what could be buried under the sand...” Mr. Bennet’s voice was full of tremulous excitement and Mr. Darcy felt his own heart begin to race with a similar emotion.

      “I am not sure just yet, Mr. Bennet. However, I believe I am very close to discovering its true identity, I just need a little more time...”

      “Ah yes, time,” said Mr. Bennet, his gaze far away. “Well, Mr. Darcy, Mr. Bingley... as long as you will be staying at Netherfield Park, I offer you the use of my library. It is nothing quite so grand as this, but my love for the ancient world is displayed prominently on the shelves, and you might be able to find something of interest there. I will peruse my collection; I feel that there is a particular tome that will be of interest to you in your research, Mr. Darcy.”

      Mr. Bennet straightened from his perusal of the documents with obvious reluctance. “There is an assembly being held in Meryton in a week’s time. I insist that you all attend at my invitation. Colonel Forster will be most glad to make your acquaintance, and I am sure that my friend Sir William will make you very welcome as well.”

      “An assembly? Oh, how wonderful, Charles. Thank you for the invitation, Mr. Bennet. There is nothing that my brother and Mr. Darcy enjoy more than a country dance,” Caroline clapped her hands lightly, a smile on her coldly beautiful face. Mr. Bennet, not hearing (or ignoring) the irony in her voice, bowed to her graciously.

      Mr. Bingley thanked him for his visit, and led him out of the library to where Mr. Morley was waiting in the hallway just beyond.

      As the door closed behind him, Mr. Bingley fixed his sister with a firm glare. Darcy, however, had experienced something entirely different during that short meeting.

      “Charles, did you see how intrigued Mr. Bennet was by the map, and the hieroglyphic translations... we may have found our final investor!” Darcy was clearly excited by the prospect of securing the funding for their expedition, but Charles was not so sure.

      “I will not celebrate until we have his signature on a contract, Darcy... for all we know he may just be like the gentlemen at the club who do all of their adventuring from the comfort of their country estates.” Charles crossed his arms over his chest and looked at his friend pointedly.

      “Perhaps. If we do make an appearance at this assembly, we may find more than one interested party. Surely, with military men in attendance we may be able to secure not only the investor we are lacking, but perhaps some much needed manpower as well,” Darcy said. He was thinking practically now, and this expedition was about more than just money.

      “You are right, as usual, Darcy,” Mr. Bingley exclaimed. “Money will buy us workers, and guides, but it will not purchase us reliable protection. I do not trust foreign militia any more than you do. Especially when we will be dealing with sensitive items of great value.”

      “Items of great value? I do believe that you are putting far more expectation on this ‘adventure,’ as you call it, than it may warrant,” Caroline said, closing her book and rising from her seat. “I do hope that you are not disappointed in your findings, whatever they may be. Just do not set your sights too far into the horizon, Mr. Darcy... nor you, Charles. Your flights of fantasy may lead us all to ruin if you are not careful!”

      Caroline Bingley set down her book and flounced from the room, clearly bored of the subject, while her brother and Mr. Darcy glowered after her. They may have had their own private doubts about the expedition, but the less they were spoken of, the better.

      “Then it is settled,” Charles said, after a moment. “We will make our appearance at the Meryton assembly, speak to the gentlemen assembled about our venture, and see what may come of it. If there is enough interest, then we will hold a party here at Netherfield to make formal announcement of our investors, present our case, and celebrate our impending adventure.”

      Charles extended his hand towards Mr. Darcy, and for once, his friend did not hesitate to weigh options for himself. Darcy gripped Charles’ hand firmly, sealing their pact.

      To adventure.
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      “Read it to me again, Lizzy. Your pronunciations are getting much better.”

      Elizabeth Bennet and her father were sitting by the small fire that had been burning all day in his study, and Elizabeth was trying her very best to translate the hieroglyphs on the page in front of her. The book was not new, but she had not looked at it in years.

      Mr. Bennet had returned from his business in town in what could only be described as high spirits. Mrs. Bennet, however, had not been pleased to see him.

      “Mr. Bennet your absence has been most inopportune! It has been nearly a week since we had the news that Netherfield Park has been let, and still you have not gone to introduce yourself to the gentleman who has taken it over!” Mrs. Bennet’s wail was long practiced, and Mr. Bennet had learned to take it all in stride, as he liked to say so often, her nerves had been his companion for many years, and her mood swings were like old friends.

      “As yes, my dear, good afternoon to you,” he said fondly, kissing her on the forehead as she waved her handkerchief at him ineffectually. Elizabeth and Jane covered their smiles and looked back down at their books as their parents squared off. Mrs. Bennet in her chair surrounded by clouds of linen and lace, and Mr. Bennet clutching his silver-topped walking stick lightly, a twinkle of amusement in his eyes.

      “Mr. Bennet, you are behaving in a most uncivilized manner! To make me wait so long...” she exhaled loudly, folding her hands over her stomach and gazing out the window wistfully. “You are doing your daughters a great disservice! We are the most unlucky of women, Jane... and I am sorry that your own father does not care enough about your futures to  do me this one tiny kindness!” Mrs. Bennet’s words were choked, but Elizabeth knew her mother’s games almost as well as her father did, and she held his eye while Jane went to their mother’s side and attempted to console her.

      “Hush, Mama. I am sure that Papa had other business to attend to in town. You must not be so hard on him,” Jane said, ever the peacekeeper.

      “Oh, Jane! If you father were to have his way, he would have us all living in service to whomsoever shall inherit this estate after his death. I say he will not be pleased until we are all turned out into the streets, or you girls are all old maids long past the time you should be married,” Mrs. Bennet smiled sadly and placed her hand on the side of Jane’s face. “I will not let you and Lizzy end up like poor Charlotte Lucas. I promise you, Jane.”

      Elizabeth covered her mouth once more, careful not to let out the laughter that swelled inside her chest. Kitty shifted uncomfortably in her chair, she was a gentle girl, and she did not like to see her parents argue. Elizabeth had told her sister on several occasions that their parents’ sparring was part of their marriage, and that there was no malice in it, but Kitty would never believe her. It did not help that Lydia, the youngest, filled Kitty’s mind with silly thoughts at every opportunity.

      Mary, the middle child, was unruffled as usual, and she never seemed to have time for the petty arguments that occurred in the Bennet household.

      “Now, Mrs. Bennet, that is most unfair of you,” Mr. Bennet remarked. “You say that I would be happy to see our daughters suffer, unmarried and alone... cursed to wander the halls of Longbourn until they are forced out by my untimely demise. It is a very bleak picture you paint, my dearest. Very bleak, indeed.”

      Mrs. Bennet wailed into her handkerchief and Jane fixed Elizabeth with a knowing glance. Their mother’s crocodile tears were no surprise, especially when it came to getting her way, and Elizabeth caught her father’s sly wink as he reached down to pat Mrs. Bennet’s shoulder before he began to pace in front of the fireplace.

      “It may comfort you to know, my dear, that the Meryton assembly is approaching,” he said, the mischievous twinkle in his eye returning once more. Mr. Bennet liked nothing better than to tease his wife, and as much as Elizabeth knew that this banter was part and parcel for her parent’s marriage, she hoped that something similar would not be a part of hers.

      “You know very well that it does not comfort me in the slightest! Knowing that Sir William has been to Netherfield Park before you have even made the journey yourself! It is most unkind of you to bring up the Meryton assembly as though there were not a thousand things more important than such frivolity!”

      Mrs. Bennet obviously believed nothing of the sort, but this line of argument was necessary in discovering what her husband was hiding from her. While she may have played her part, perhaps a little too convincingly on some occasions, Mrs. Bennet knew how to wheedle information out of her stoic husband. He did delight in tormenting her, and there was no doubt in her mind that in some small way, this delicate harassment was just proof of his great love for her.

      “Mama! You cannot say such things! If Papa were to prevent us from going how shall Kitty and I ever find ourselves married? It is most unfair,” Lydia Bennet’s literal translation of her mother’s words was not an uncommon reaction either, and Elizabeth found her exasperation with the entire situation growing. Their father obviously had some news to tell them, and all of this nonsense was just extending the time of the various performances; and now that Lydia had joined in, Kitty would be sure to add her voice to the growing noise level.

      “Mama... oh, please,” as if on cue, Kitty’s subtle whine that echoed Lydia’s almost too perfectly could be heard.

      Tap Tap Tap

      Every eye in the room turned toward Mr. Bennet, who was rapping the silver tipped end of his cane on the fireplace mantle to silence them.

      “Now that you have said your piece, Mrs. Bennet, I must ask for your attention,” he said, the expression on his face unreadable. “I have indeed been to see Mr. Bingley, for that is his name. He has recently let Netherfield Park and seems a welcoming sort of gentleman with a pleasing manner. As for the Meryton assembly, Kitty, you may save your tears. I have invited Mr. Bingley and his guests to the event. It would be a shame if they should come to the assembly rooms and find themselves unable to meet all of my daughters and my charming wife? But if it is your wish that I forbid you to attend--“

      “Oh, Mr. Bennet!”

      Mrs. Bennet’s cry of joy echoed in the room, and out of the corner of her eye Elizabeth noticed Mary wince ever so slightly. Mary might have hoped that they would be staying home, but the rest of the room erupted in similar shouts of happiness.

      “You see, girls, I knew that your father would not let us down,” Mrs. Bennet said, rising from her chair to press a gentle kiss to her husband’s cheek.  “You are so good to us, my dear, Mr. Bennet.”

      As her sisters descended to chatter about what they would wear to the assembly, Mr. Bennet beckoned to Elizabeth. She set down her book with a smile and followed her father out of the room and down the hall to his study.

      They sat together now, reading by lamplight. Elizabeth was engrossed in the book, but her father was distracted, looking into the clouded glass of the lamp as though he was seeing visions in the shimmer of heat rising from the flame that burned within.

      “Papa. What is it? Did I use the incorrect word? I always have trouble with this symbol,” Elizabeth said, frowning slightly as she stared at the page.

      “No, no, Lizzy, your pronunciation is most excellent. Excellent, I promise. I was just thinking of something.” Mr. Bennet leaned back in his chair and looked at her thoughtfully. “Mr. Bingley, the gentleman that I mentioned earlier, he is bringing his friend Mr. Darcy to the assembly.”

      Elizabeth looked up from her book and stared at her father with an arched brow, “Oh, indeed? And how does this Mr. Darcy seem to you, Papa?”

      “He is not as welcoming, nor as pleasant as Mr. Bingley seems to be,” Mr. Bennet replied. “He was studying some papers when I arrived to meet Mr. Bingley. Papers that...” his voice trailed off and his eyes took on a faraway look once more.

      “What kind of papers, Papa?” Elizabeth was genuinely interested, but her father seemed to be lost in his memories.

      “Drawings. Maps that I feel as though I have seen before,” he said faintly. “Mr. Darcy was working on a translation. Trying to make sense of what was scrawled on the papyrus. It was most definitely from Egypt; of that I am sure. But I would like to see it closer, and I would like to speak with Mr. Darcy about what he has uncovered already.”

      “Do you believe they are planning an expedition, Papa?” Elizabeth asked the question gently, knowing that if Mr. Bingley and his friend were planning something of that nature that her father would be very conflicted. Overcome with interest and the thirst for knowledge, and at the same time overcome with guilt and sorrow that he could not join in the adventure for himself.

      “I am not sure, Lizzy, but what I saw leads me to believe that two young gentleman displaying an interest in Egyptian history can only mean one thing... and the most obvious answer is that they are indeed planning an excavation.” Mr. Bennet seemed more intrigued by the idea of it with each passing moment, and Elizabeth could not deny that her own heart beat a little faster at the prospect of such a thing.

      They had followed the reports of the glorious discoveries taking place in Egypt with breathless excitement, and delighted in each precious piece of treasure that had come to the British Museum for the public to see. But to see it in person, for themselves, that would be truly something.

      “What if they are going, Papa?” She asked the question hesitantly, not knowing what her father would say.

      “Then that would be quite something, Lizzy, would it not? To know someone who has been to Egypt and see the great Nile River in all its glory?” Mr. Bennet’s voice was full of longing, and Elizabeth knew that if he could, her father would have his bags packed and invite himself on the journey before the poor gentlemen would know what had happened.

      “Yes, Papa. It would be something,” she said quietly, her eyes on the slowly dying fire in the grate. After a moment’s pause, she said, “Is that why you invited Mr. Bingley and his party to the assembly?”

      Mr. Bennet harrumphed gently and opened the book on his lap. “Perhaps. Perhaps I am just curious, Lizzy. Adventuring is a young man’s game, after all. No place for the likes of me, and your Mama would never allow me to live down abandoning the family to gallivant around the desert in search of the long forgotten treasures of some unpronounceable Pharaoh,” he said with a chuckle.

      “No doubt, Papa, she would be worried that you would come back with sand in your boots and a distaste for being trapped in Hertfordshire,” Elizabeth said with a smile, knowing that while she was saying it in jest, her words likely hit closer to the truth than Mr. Bennet would like to admit.

      “Ah, my dear Lizzy. I am sure your Mama would be more worried that I am frittering away your inheritance on something so fleeting as an adventure. You know as well as I do that our income is nowhere close to supporting expeditions into the vast deserts of Africa,” her father sighed. “Though I wish they could be…” He muttered those last words almost to himself, and Elizabeth’s heart sank just a little.

      

      The clock on the mantle struck the hour just as Hill rang the bell for supper.

      Elizabeth stood up from her chair and marked her place in the book she had been reading. However, Mr. Bennet had made no move to rise.

      “Are you quite well, Papa? Will you come in to supper?” Elizabeth asked, but Mr. Bennet waved his hand to dismiss her concerns.

      “I will be along in a moment, Lizzy,” was all he said in reply.

      Outside the door, Elizabeth could hear the footfalls of her youngest sisters as Lydia and Kitty ran towards the dining room for dinner. Elizabeth reminded herself to speak to them about proper manners inside the home. Whatever kind of man would marry a young lady who ran about the house like a Clydesdale? She shook her head and bent to kiss her father gently on the cheek before leaving him alone in the study.

      In the dining room, Kitty and Lydia had already begun to help themselves to the food on the table as Mrs. Bennet tried ineffectually to quiet their squabbling and Jane tried to stop them from eating. Mary sat quietly in her place, the small book she had been reading in the parlor still in her hand as she waited patiently for her turn.

      “Is Papa not joining us?” Jane whispered in her sister’s ear. Elizabeth shook her head and Jane took her seat without comment. Mrs. Bennet seemed not to notice, and Elizabeth called over the housekeeper to ask her to deliver a plate of food to her father in his study.

      “Jane, Lizzy, it is of the utmost importance that you look your best for the Meryton assembly. Your father has given you a wonderful chance in inviting Mr. Bingley to the dance!  You may not remember, but I have heard that he has almost five thousand a year!” Mrs. Bennet speared a piece of asparagus triumphantly as she spoke and began waving her conquered foe in Jane’s direction for emphasis. “Mark my words, girls. If Mr. Bingley is not instantly charmed by one of you two,” she pointed at Elizabeth with her fork meaningfully before putting the defeated vegetable into her mouth. “I will be very surprised indeed!”

      Elizabeth looked down at her plate and tried not to look at her sister for fear that she would burst out laughing.

      “Mama, what if Mr. Bingley prefers me to Jane, or Lizzy?” Kitty’s indignant tone caused Elizabeth to bite her lip to keep the laughter inside.

      “Oh yes, Mama, what a laugh that would be. Imagine if a fine gentleman with five thousand a year were to choose me over Jane!” Lydia’s loud laughter echoed in the dining room and Elizabeth was glad that Mr. Bennet had chosen to take his supper in his study.

      “Girls! Cease your shouting, and Mary, put that book away. Your table manners are abysmal,” Mrs. Bennet cried, but the subjects of her admonishment all took no notice of her. Kitty continued to pout, Lydia to laugh, and Mary turned another page in her book.

      Elizabeth pushed her food around on her plate and exchanged a look with Jane. Once again, it would be up to them to set the tone for how the family was perceived to a new set of strangers. At the very least, Charlotte Lucas would be there, and Mr. Bennet’s description of the papers that he had seen at Netherfield Park had piqued Elizabeth’s interest as well.

      Perhaps there would be some amusement to be had at the assembly after all.
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      Fitzwilliam Darcy had been lost in his research when Charles Bingley burst into the library. “Darcy, you cannot still be buried in your books? Surely you have read them a thousand times by now?” There was something so damnably cheerful about Charles Bingley that even on his crossest day, Mr. Darcy could not be angry with him.

      “Yes, Charles, and I will read them a thousand times more if it brings me one step closer to discovering what lies beneath all of that sand. I will not start digging blindly like that Colonel Bathgate who lost his men in a sandstorm. The fool had not done his research and he wound up getting half of his party killed for no reason,” Darcy said as he tossed his quill onto the desk, ink spattering over the page he had been scribbling on.

      “This expedition is making you even more sour than usual, Darcy. Perhaps some dancing will lift your spirits.”

      Darcy did not like the way his friend was smiling at him, had he missed something?

      “Dancing? Whatever makes you think that I would enjoy dancing when I have so much work to do? If we are going to make this journey together we need to be prepared, and that is my job.” He gestured at his papers with exasperation, but Charles was not deterred.

      “Now, my dear Darcy, do not tell me that you have forgotten Mr. Bennet’s invitation to the Meryton assembly?” The smile on Charles’ face triggered the memory Darcy had brushed away and he groaned audibly.

      “Oh Lord, I had indeed forgotten entirely. A tiresome country dance? You cannot be serious, Charles,” he said with a sigh. “I cannot think of anything more tedious. Merely an opportunity for the local gentry to fling their unmarried daughters in your direction...”

      “I should hope so,” grinned Charles. “Besides, if you cannot think of it in terms of an evening of enjoyable diversion, think of it as an opportunity to speak to potential investors. You saw the look on Mr. Bennet’s face... the man was intrigued, perhaps intrigued enough to give us the final funds we need to hire a few of those militia officers I keep seeing in town, and some nicer tents with better mosquito netting. We’ll need some of the finely woven stuff they take to Ceylon I should think...” Charles clapped his hands together and the sound echoed through the library. Darcy winced, but his friend was not far off the mark. If he did not want to dance, he could surely tell their story to a few of the gentlemen in attendance and perhaps secure more than their interest.

      He needed signatures on paper, and the weight of their investment in his hands. Then they could book their passage from Portsmouth and the adventure could begin.
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      Elizabeth and Jane Bennet stood with their friend Charlotte Lucas, and while the gossip that flowed around her was all about the new tenants at Netherfield Park, Elizabeth’s eyes were on her father as he spoke with Sir William Lucas. They had been friends for longer than Elizabeth had been alive, but she could not recall how they had met, or why they were so close. Surely there was a story that went with it.

      Elizabeth often tried to imagine how her parents had been when they were younger. Her mother had spoken of being in love with an officer in her youth, and she wondered if there was something more to that story... something wildly romantic. Watching them together at home, one might not think that there was anything left of that romance, but Elizabeth had to believe that there was something lurking in the shadows that had been forgotten. It gave her hope that a long and happy marriage could be found in a whirlwind romance.

      “Mr. Bennet! How you abuse me in front of our friends! Do come and say hello to Mrs. Carradine!”

      Elizabeth smiled as her father shared a knowing look with Sir William and turned in his wife’s direction. Well, perhaps there was happiness to be found somewhere.

      “Lizzy...” Charlotte’s hissed whisper pulled Elizabeth back to the conversation she had been ignoring. Charlotte gestured towards the door of the assembly rooms with her sharp chin and Elizabeth followed her friend’s gaze to the group that was paused there.

      Two gentlemen, each finely dressed stood close together and two ladies stood nearby, clearly sisters. Another gentleman stood behind them, but he did not pause long as he spied the buffet table.

      “My father went to Netherfield Park last week, and the gentleman that everyone is talking about is Mr. Bingley; there, in the green jacket,” Charlotte whispered.

      “He is as handsome as they say,” Jane murmured to her sister, and Elizabeth looked closer at the gentlemen. Mr. Bingley was handsome enough, but her eye was drawn to the gentleman at his side. His jacket was as dark as his eyes, and his expression could not be more different from his companion.

      “Mr. Bingley! How good of you to come!” Sir William’s voice boomed over the sound of the musicians and they watched as Sir William and Mr. Bennet welcomed the new arrivals. Mrs. Bennet with Lady Lucas in tow joined their daughters, their eyes glued to Mr. Bingley’s party.

      “I do not like the look of the gentleman with Mr. Bingley,” whispered Mrs. Bennet, louder than Elizabeth should have liked.

      “Mama!”

      Jane’s cheeks flushed bright red as she tried to silence their mother, but Mrs. Bennet fluttered her fan and pretended that she had not heard her daughter’s admonishment.

      “If Mr. Bennet does not bring them over here, I will be very cross with him, indeed!” she said indignantly. Lady Lucas nodded her agreement and Elizabeth exchanged a look with her sister. Some things would never change.

      As though Mr. Bennet had heard his wife, he did indeed turn Sir William and Mr. Bingley towards their group. Mrs. Bennet smiled graciously as Sir William made the introductions. Elizabeth noticed how Mr. Bingley’s eyes returned time and time again to Jane, and she felt as though she could read Jane’s frantic thoughts in the high color of her sister’s cheeks.

      “Miss Bennet, would you do me the honor of being my partner in the next dance?” Mr. Bingley said, surprising all of them with his question. Elizabeth knew what Jane’s answer would be, and as the pair made their way to the dance floor and Mr. Darcy excused himself to speak with Mr. Bennet once more, Elizabeth and Charlotte were left in the somewhat awkward company of Mr. Bingley’s sisters.

      In their fashionable London garb, Caroline Bingley and Mrs. Hurst were overdressed for the assembly, and Elizabeth struggled not to feel drab in her own choice of attire. Assemblies were typically more relaxed affairs, and the invited guests spent the majority of their time dancing. Elizabeth guessed that these ladies spent much of their time standing and making judgements, which was definitely what they were doing now.

      “Miss Bingley,” Charlotte began. “I hope you are finding Hertfordshire to your liking? Netherfield Park is a beautiful estate, do you not agree?”

      “Indeed, Miss Lucas. While the society is not what we are used to, I am sure it will only increase in its charm the longer we stay,” Miss Bingley said, and Elizabeth could not help but notice how bored the other woman’s tone was, or the way that she went out of her way not to meet Charlotte’s eyes.

      “Mrs. Hurst,” Elizabeth jumped into the conversation, hoping to pull some of the awkwardness away from Charlotte. “How long will you be staying at Netherfield Park? The previous tenant was known to host some wonderful balls in the springtime.”

      Mrs. Hurst’s smile was more genuine than her sister’s, but her tone was similar when she replied. “Well, Miss Bennet, I daresay that it will be my brother’s decision when it comes to the hosting of any balls at Netherfield Park.” Elizabeth felt her cheeks redden and she looked down at her hands. Of course it would be Mr. Bingley’s decision whether or not he would continue the traditions of Netherfield Park or make his own, but for Mrs. Hurst to say it like that... she felt foolish.

      “Of course, Mrs. Hurst, but perhaps you will campaign on our behalf for a ball...”

      “A ball? I do so love a ball!” Lydia’s cheerfully loud voice cut through the tension of their brief conversation as she pushed through the center of their group, tugging Kitty behind her. Both girls were red faced and laughing and Elizabeth could not help feeling a little surge of pride in the joy her younger sisters took in their dancing, but their timing was horrifyingly embarrassing.

      Mrs. Hurst, however, appeared to be amused. “Your sisters, I presume?”

      “Yes. My younger sisters, Lydia and Kitty,” Elizabeth replied, her eyes on the two girls as they fluttered about the room chasing after an officer that Elizabeth did not immediately recognize. “I am almost certain that it is because of them that Colonel Forster hosts so many dances each year.” Mrs. Hurst nodded and watched as the girls ran by again.

      “Caroline will never admit it, but when she was a girl, she loved a country dance and begged our Papa to bring in musicians at every opportunity,” said Mrs. Hurst with a small smile. Miss Bingley made an unflattering noise.

      “Yes, Louisa, when I was young and foolish I liked nothing better than to pass my time at dancing and flirting,” Miss Bingley’s disinterested tone had returned, and Elizabeth decided that she did not like Mr. Bingley’s haughty younger sister.

      “Lizzy, did you notice?” Mrs. Bennet had appeared at Elizabeth’s elbow, gesturing to wards the dance floor. “Mr. Bingley has danced with no one but Jane since he arrived! What a wonderful thing your father has done in inviting him to this assembly. I am so very pleased!” Mrs. Bennet fanned herself, a satisfied expression on her face, seemingly unaware that she had interrupted a potentially disastrous conversation.

      Unexpectedly, it was Mr. Bennet who rescued them from the awkward position they had found themselves in.

      “Lizzy, I would borrow you from your mother. I have something that requires your attention.”

      Elizabeth looked at her father in surprise, but made her apologies to the other ladies and followed him to where Sir William stood with another gentleman. As Sir William turned to greet them, Elizabeth sighed inwardly as the gentleman in the dark jacket turned to show his face. The handsome, but stern gentleman who had entered the assembly rooms with Mr. Bingley seemed in no better a mood than he had been when he arrived.

      “Mr. Darcy, this is Miss Elizabeth Bennet, the second daughter of our esteemed friend, Mr. Bennet,” Sir William gestured effusively, as he was wont to do, and Elizabeth murmured a greeting as she curtseyed. Mr. Darcy seemed confused as to why she had been brought over to interrupt their conversation, but his manners were enough that he bowed and met her eyes briefly before turning back to Sir William and Colonel Forster to continue their discussion.

      Elizabeth gritted her teeth and looked at her father to be dismissed, but instead, he nudged her forward.

      “Mr. Darcy,” he said, “I am afraid I have not finished explaining my theory to you. In fact, that is why I brought Elizabeth with me.”

      Mr. Darcy looked from Mr. Bennet to Elizabeth incredulously, and Elizabeth felt a small swell of pride that her father would present her as so useful to their conversation.

      “Oh yes, Mr. Bennet, capital!” exclaimed Sir William. “Mr. Darcy, I believe you will be very impressed by our Miss Bennet. She is most accomplished in all manner of historical knowledge.” Sir William looked very satisfied with himself, and Elizabeth felt her cheeks coloring just a little as Mr. Darcy regarded her carefully.

      Elizabeth decided that she did not like the haughty arch of Mr. Darcy’s brow, and she felt determined to prove herself.

      “It is true, Mr. Darcy, I am proud to say that my daughter is indeed very talented, specifically when it comes to translation of the ancient hieroglyphics,” Mr. Bennet said with a smile. Mr. Darcy’s expression did not change, but instead of turning away to speak to Sir William and Colonel Forster, he instead spoke to Mr. Bennet.

      “Translation? Can she speak Latin?”

      “Of course, I taught her myself,” was Mr. Bennet’s reply.

      “And Greek?”

      “All of the best poetry is in Greek, Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth interjected, and Mr. Darcy turned his gaze upon her. Mr. Bennet raised his eyebrows ever so slightly, intrigued by his daughter’s brusque interruption.

      “What about the hieroglyphics?”

      Mr. Darcy’s rapid questions were making Elizabeth nervous and a little angry.

      “I can read them, and I can translate them if necessary,” she said, heat rising in her cheeks.

      “And cuneiform?”

      “I confess, Mr. Darcy, that I cannot yet decipher cuneiform with ease...”

      “What a shame,” Mr. Darcy said as he gave her a disdainful look and made to turn back to Sir William.

      “How is that a shame, Mr. Darcy?” Elizabeth spoke up once more. “Cuneiform tablets are commonly found in store rooms, and contain lists of wine or slaves that had been sold.”

      Mr. Darcy turned towards her, and she continued. “If you are truly going to excavate a temple, as my father believes you are, you will be looking at far more examples of heiroglyphs than cuneiform,” she said. “I do not know what my own knowledge of these subjects matters to you.” She knew that her words were a little sharper than she had intended, but she was annoyed now.

      “Well, Miss Bennet, be that as it may, your father has hinted that we simply cannot make this expedition without your assistance,” Mr. Darcy said, just as sharply. “If you will pardon my trepidation, I am not convinced that he is correct.”

      Elizabeth was stunned by his comment and she clasped her hands together in an effort to keep herself calm.

      “Come now, Mr. Darcy, there is no need to be so harsh. Miss Elizabeth is surely more skilled than any others you have met...” Sir William stuttered, desperately trying to heal the sudden rift that had occurred.

      “Indeed, Sir William. I cannot say,” said Mr. Darcy shortly. “If you will excuse me.” Without another word, Mr. Darcy turned and left the group for where Mr. Bingley’s sisters were now seated with Mr. Hurst.

      “Well, Lizzy. I am afraid that discussion did not happen the way I had intended. But do not despair; I will speak with Mr. Darcy again,” Mr. Bennet said softly. But Elizabeth was not upset.

      “Do not worry, Papa. I am not discomfited in the least. Clearly Mr. Darcy has made his own arrangements for his expedition,” Elizabeth replied, still confused that he had brought her over to begin with.

      “Well, gentlemen, if I may say, I am more than intrigued by Mr. Darcy’s proposal,” Colonel Forster had clearly been waiting for Mr. Darcy to depart to state his opinion.

      “Proposal?” Elizabeth had been about to leave her father to the discussion, but now she was curious.

      “Oh yes, Miss Bennet, Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley are searching for investors to assist them in funding their expedition to Egypt. Mr. Giovanni Belzoni has made some very exciting discoveries in the last few years... you will have seen them for yourself in the British Museum.”

      Colonel Forster was clearly excited, and the mention of Mr. Belzoni, who had indeed excavated some of the most incredible sites along the Nile, excited her as well.

      “I believe that I would be willing to pledge the involvement of a few of my officers, for the sake of the protection of the party, you understand,” Colonel Forster continued. “I know that Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy would hire protection from local sources, but some good stalwart English officers would make me more confident in our investment, do you not agree, Mr. Bennet?”

      Elizabeth looked at her father, and he seemed to be giving the Colonel’s question serious thought.

      “I will need some time to think this over, Colonel Forster. Mr. Darcy does indeed make a convincing argument,” Mr. Bennet said. Elizabeth followed her father’s gaze to the dance floor where Jane and Mr. Bingley were engaged in another dance. Jane and Mr. Bingley’s faces were both alight with happiness, and Elizabeth felt her heart grow a little lighter to see her sister looking so at ease in Mr. Bingley’s company.

      “However,” Mr. Bennet continued, “I am indeed intrigued, as you are, Colonel Forster. Sir William, I thank you for your support of Lizzie’s talents, but it seems that Mr. Darcy will have to be persuaded in another manner.” Mr. Bennet put his hand on Elizabeth’s elbow, “Come now, Lizzy, let us collect your sisters and your Mama and make our way back to Longbourn.”

      Mr. Bennet looked meaningfully in Mr. Darcy’s direction, and Elizabeth noticed that the gentleman was doing his very best to avoid conversation with Miss Bingley, who was clearly doing her best to engage his attention.

      Elizabeth suppressed a smile. If having Miss Bingley for company was a punishment that she could bestow upon anyone, it would be him.
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      It was with an obvious reluctance that Mr. Bingley rejoined their party, and Darcy found himself hard pressed to be charitable about it.

      “Darcy, what an evening, have you ever enjoyed such wonderful company or invigorating dancing? I shall wait patiently while you think of one party that could measure up to this. I must congratulate Colonel Forster on so excellent an assembly.” Charles Bingley was all smiles, and his cheeks were flushed with his exertions. He was clearly more at home on the dance floor and in the company of his partner than he was seated at the table with his sisters and Mr. Darcy; and who could blame him. Darcy was in a foul mood, and Caroline’s sharp tongue and pointed observations had not helped improve his temperament.

      “Well, Charles, while you were enjoying the quaintness of the country dances and your handsome partner, I was busy trying to secure the future of our expedition,” Darcy commented dourly.

      “Do not mind him, Charles. Mr. Darcy is merely disappointed that he was not able to persuade any of the fine gentlemen of Hertfordshire to signs their names and pledges to his expedition on one of the Colonel’s fine linen napkins,” Caroline said with a sly smile. Darcy gave her a dark look, but he did not argue with her.

      “It is true, there were several expressions of interest, but just as I was about to secure not only the final funding we required, but also the promise of some of Colonel Forster’s officers to accompany us, when Mr. Bennet brought one of his daughters into the discussion,” Mr. Darcy said, exasperated with the entire event. “Not only did her presence disrupt the entire conversation, but Sir William had the audacity to suggest that she would be of great assistance in the expedition!”

      If Mr. Darcy was expecting his friend to echo the shock that his sisters had, he was sorely disappointed. In fact, Mr. Bingley appeared to be amused by the idea. “Really, Darcy? And would Miss Bennet be of assistance? In what way?”

      “Translation, Mr. Darcy tells us,” said Louisa, sipping at her wine carefully before making a face. “Although, to hear Mr. Darcy tell it, she would be of no use as he is already the more accomplished of the party.”

      “I, for one, find it quite the scandal. To think of a woman on an excavation such as this... preposterous,” Caroline’s disinterested tone belied the fact that she was indeed very interested in this little tidbit of information. For, if a woman such as Miss Bennet were to be allowed on such a journey, why should she not be? Charles Bingley regarded his sister carefully. Caroline’s jealousy over Mr. Darcy’s bachelor status notwithstanding, he wondered if his younger sister had a different motive for her interest in this course of events.

      “Well, Darcy, shall we host these gentlemen at an event of our own, I daresay that if we can sit them down and show them what we intend to do, and where we intend to go, that they will be able to make this decision much faster,” Charles said, ignoring Caroline’s huff of derision.

      “Yes, I should think that would be the best idea. Colonel Forster, Sir William and Mr. Bennet. Surely, one of them will show enough interest to invest in our venture,” Mr. Darcy agreed, leaning back in his chair and surveying the room once more.

      Mr. Bennet was standing at the great doors of the assembly rooms, speaking with Colonel Forster as his garrulous wife ushered her younger daughters towards the exit, gesturing wildly with her fan to keep them moving. Mr. Bingley was watching the Bennet family as well, but Darcy could see that his friend’s gaze was preoccupied with the elder Miss Bennet.

      Darcy shook his head, but found his own gaze lingering on Miss Elizabeth Bennet, and recalling the sharpness of her tone as she had defended her translation skills. She was proud of herself, and there was nothing that Mr. Darcy disliked more than misplaced pride. He did not believe that someone like her could be as skilled as he was in the translation and interpretation the words of that would be written on the walls of sun baked stone that awaited them.

      No, he would be the one to make that discovery.

      “It is settled then, we will prepare to court our investors; and you, my dear Mr. Darcy, will make an effort to put a smile on your face, and pretend to be excited about our adventure,” Charles said with a smile.

      “My dear Mr. Bingley, when the ship leaves the Portsmouth docks, you will not be able to take the smile from my face. I promise you that,” Darcy said.

      Charles Bingley laughed and lifted his glass of wine. “I will drink to that, Darcy.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “My dear, you cannot stop me from attending this luncheon, so do not ask me.”

      Mr. Bennet paced in front of the fireplace, his hands clasped behind his back. Elizabeth and Jane sat stiffly in their chairs as their parents argued.

      “Mr. Bennet, I say that you shall not go, and you shall not take Lizzy with you,” Mrs. Bennet cried.

      “I do not plan on taking Lizzy, Mrs. Bennet,” their father said, pausing briefly in his pacing. Mrs. Bennet sighed in relief, but Mr. Bennet held up his hand and continued to speak. “I plan on taking both Lizzy and Jane to Netherfield Park. We will, all three of us, listen to what Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy have to say about their expedition.”

      Elizabeth looked at her sister in shock, but Jane merely pressed her lips together and gripped her sister’s hand. She wanted to see Mr. Bingley again, but Elizabeth was not looking forward to being in Mr. Darcy’s company.

      “Papa,” she said suddenly. “Do you really require Jane and I to accompany you? We were not
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