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Prologue — Ramsgate, Fifteen Months Before the Assembly
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The sea at Ramsgate that July was the mild blue of a promise, and Georgiana Darcy, fifteen years old and free — for the first time in her sheltered life, magnificently, dizzyingly free — walked the sands every morning with her companion Mrs. Younge and believed herself the luckiest creature in England.

Her brother had arranged it all: the house on the crescent, the sea air, the respectable establishment; Fitzwilliam arranged everything, had arranged everything since their father died, standing between her and the world like a wall with a kind face. She loved him past expression and was, very slightly, in the manner of small birds toward lighthouses, afraid of him — of disappointing him; of the standard he never stated and never lowered; and so the letter she began to him twice that fortnight, the letter that would have said the most wonderful thing has happened, stayed unwritten, because Mrs. Younge agreed — so warmly, so understandingly — that it should stay unwritten. Your brother has such fixed notions. And it is such a very new happiness. Keep it yours a little longer, my dear.

The happiness was called George Wickham, and it had appeared on the parade ten days into the holiday with a cry of wonder — little Georgiana? It cannot be — the last time I saw you, you were eleven, and demanded I read the pirate story twice — and it remembered everything: the pirate story, the pony she had wept over, her father's laugh, the smell of the Pemberley harvest suppers. It filled, with miraculous exactness, the shape of the hole in her life — someone who had known the sunlit before-time, when her father lived and her brother laughed more — and it walked with her every day at the exact hour Mrs. Younge found convenient, and it never once, in three weeks, put a foot wrong: patient, warm, brotherly precisely as long as brotherly served, and then, by degrees so gentle she could never afterward name the day the ground shifted, not brotherly; until an evening came when the plan stood whole in the candlelight and seemed — this was the art of it — seemed her own idea as much as his: Scotland, a carriage at dawn Thursday, the sweetness of secrecy, the certainty that Fitzwilliam, presented with a fait accompli and her radiant face, would forgive, would come round, would laugh his rare laugh and call Wickham brother.

"He loves you," Wickham said, "and he loved my godfather, and he will see his father's dearest wish completed. It is only the asking he would refuse. So we shall not ask, my darling. We shall present him with a joy."

She was fifteen. The word darling was three days old in her life and still detonated on arrival. She said yes.

And on Wednesday — one day; the hinge of three lives was one day wide — her brother's carriage came down the crescent, unannounced, a whim of business concluded early and a wish to surprise his sister by the sea; and Georgiana, who had no talent for deception and had been carrying the secret like a live coal in both hands, saw him step down into the July light, and ran to him, and burst — not into confession; into joy; that was the wound under the wound, he told Elizabeth once, the thing that kept the guilt green for two years — she ran to him radiant and told him everything as good news. You will never guess. You will be so happy.

He did not shout. She sometimes wished, in the years after, that he had shouted. He went white, and then very quiet, and he sat her down and held both her hands and dismantled it for her — gently, and completely, fact by documented fact, the debts, the pattern, the thirty thousand pounds, Mrs. Younge's arranged appointment discovered within the week — dismantled her whole sunlit month while she watched, until the structure stood revealed in its actual architecture: not a romance but a burglary, with herself as the door.

Wickham was gone from Ramsgate by nightfall, unpursued — pursuit meant exposure, and exposure meant her name in every drawing room in England. That was the calculation; her brother made it in an evening and bore its cost alone for two years: the creature walked free, on a clean passport, because the alternative was Georgiana in the world's mouth. He took her home to Pemberley. He blamed — she heard him, once, through a door, to Colonel Fitzwilliam, in a voice she did not know — no one but himself.

And fifteen months later, in a market town in Hertfordshire he had never heard of, at an assembly he did not want to attend, a militia regiment was quartering for the winter; and among the officers expected any week was a new lieutenant, charming, universally liked, unlucky in his patrons; and in the meantime, at the top of the room, a local gentleman's daughter with laughing eyes had just overheard Mr. Darcy of Pemberley — arrived that month with his walls at their highest, his trust at its lowest, and his guard, against precisely such eyes, absolute — pronounce her tolerable.

The rest has been told. But it began at the sea; and no accounting of the pride, nor of the prejudice, is complete without it.
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VOLUME I — THE PROVOCATION
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Chapter 1
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It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife.

It is a truth rather less frequently acknowledged, though known intimately to every young woman of sense, that a single man in possession of a good fortune is also in want of being looked at — and that the looking, when it happens, is rarely as one-sided as either party pretends.

Elizabeth Bennet was looking.

She would have denied it under oath. She was standing at the edge of the Meryton assembly rooms with her arms loosely folded and an expression of amused detachment that she had spent years perfecting, and if her eyes kept returning to the tall man by the doorway — the one who surveyed the room as though it had personally disappointed him — that was merely because he was impossible not to notice. He stood a full head above his companion, the cheerful Mr. Bingley, and where Bingley moved through the crowd like sunlight, this man stood still and let the crowd move around him, dark-haired, dark-eyed, his mouth set in a line of such perfect disdain that Elizabeth wanted, absurdly, to see what it would take to break it.

"Ten thousand a year," her mother was saying somewhere to her left, in the whisper of a woman who has never successfully whispered anything. "Ten thousand, Lizzy, and a great estate in Derbyshire—"

"And a face like the tax collector has come early," Elizabeth murmured to Charlotte Lucas, who smothered a laugh in her glove.

But that was not quite honest, and Elizabeth knew it. It was not a disagreeable face. That was the difficulty. It was a face that would have been remarkably handsome if its owner had permitted it to be — and now and then, when Bingley said something that amused him, the line of the mouth would soften for half a second, and the effect was so startling that Elizabeth felt it in her stomach, a small unwelcome drop, like missing a stair.

She looked away. She made herself look away.

The evening wore on in the usual way of country assemblies: too warm, too loud, and thoroughly delightful. Elizabeth danced twice, was complimented once on her eyes by a man staring considerably lower, and had settled onto a bench to rest when fate, with its usual sense of comedy, arranged for Mr. Bingley and his friend to stop not three feet away.

"Come, Darcy," Bingley said. "I must have you dance. I hate to see you standing about by yourself in this stupid manner."

Darcy. So that was his name. It suited him — abrupt, expensive.

"You know how I detest it, unless I am particularly acquainted with my partner. Your sisters are engaged, and there is not another woman in the room whom it would not be a punishment to me to stand up with."

Elizabeth's eyebrows rose. She kept her gaze fixed serenely on the dancers, but every nerve she owned had turned toward the conversation.

"I would not be so fastidious as you are for a kingdom!" cried Bingley. "Upon my honour, I never met with so many pleasant girls in my life. Look — there is one of Miss Bennet's sisters sitting down just behind you. She is very pretty, I dare say very agreeable."

There was a pause. Elizabeth felt it — felt him turn, felt the weight of his gaze land on her like a hand on the back of her neck. She had been looked at by men before. She had never in her life felt a look, not like this, not as a physical pressure that made her spine straighten and her breath go shallow before she had decided anything about it.

She turned her head and met his eyes directly.

It was meant to be a challenge. It was meant to say I hear you, sir, and I am unimpressed. And for a moment it worked exactly as intended — she saw the flicker of surprise, saw him register that he had been caught. But then he did not look away. Neither did she. The moment stretched, one second, two, three, far past the boundary of what was civil, and something in the air between them went taut as a drawn thread. His eyes were darker than she had thought. There was heat behind the coldness, banked and buried, and she had the sudden dizzy certainty that she was looking at a man exercising a very great deal of control — and that the control was the whole architecture of him, and that she wanted, with a violence that shocked her, to know what he looked like without it.

Mr. Darcy turned back to his friend.

"She is tolerable," he said, "but not handsome enough to tempt me."

The thread snapped. Elizabeth sat very still while the words landed, one by one, each colder than the last. Tolerable. Heat flooded her face — humiliation, she told herself, only that, and if some of it was fury at her own body for what it had been doing three seconds earlier, no one needed to know but herself.

She rose, shook out her skirts, and walked past both men with her chin high. As she passed, she said, sweetly, to no one in particular:

"How fortunate — I find I am not in want of temptation this evening either."

She did not look back. She therefore did not see Mr. Darcy's head turn to follow her; did not see him watch her the entire length of the room; did not see him lift his glass and discover his mouth had gone dry.

She told the story to Charlotte within the quarter hour, and made it very funny, and everyone laughed. And if that night, in her bed at Longbourn, she found herself unable to sleep — if she lay in the dark and felt again that stretched taut moment, the weight of dark eyes, the drop in her stomach like a missed stair — she attributed it entirely to indignation. Indignation was warm. It made the heart beat quickly. It was, she was certain, indignation.

In a guest bedroom at Netherfield Park, Fitzwilliam Darcy lay awake and cursed himself for a fool. Tolerable. He had said it because she had caught him staring; he had said it because for three unguarded seconds a country nobody with laughing eyes had looked straight through eight-and-twenty years of careful walls as though they were glass, and it had frightened him more than anything had frightened him in years.

He resolved not to think of her again.

He thought of her until dawn.
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The resolution lasted, in total, four days.

It was defeated by the discovery that the Bennets were everywhere. They were at Lucas Lodge; they were in Meryton; they were at the card party where Darcy stationed himself in a corner with every intention of speaking to no one, and found instead that his corner had an unobstructed view of Elizabeth Bennet laughing at something Colonel Forster had said, her head tipped back, the line of her throat catching the candlelight.

He looked away. He counted the panes in the window. He looked back.

"Miss Elizabeth Bennet," said a voice at his elbow, and Darcy stiffened. Sir William Lucas had materialized beside him with the beaming persistence of a man who has never once perceived that he is unwelcome. "A charming young lady, is she not? Such liveliness! Such wit!"

"She is—" Darcy paused. Tolerable had already done enough damage; the word had gone round the neighbourhood within a day, as he had known it would, and Elizabeth Bennet now looked at him with an expression of bright satirical warfare whenever their paths crossed, which was somehow worse and considerably more interesting than being ignored. "She is thought lively, I believe."

"Thought! My dear sir, she is famous for it." Sir William leaned in confidingly. "Though I fancy she has met her match in you. She gives as good as she gets, does our Miss Eliza."

"We are not engaged in combat, Sir William."

"No?" Sir William looked genuinely surprised. "You will forgive me — from across the room, one could hardly tell."

Darcy had no answer to this, because there was none. It was combat. It had been combat since the assembly: every encounter a skirmish, every conversation a fencing match in which she came at him with that quick bright blade of a wit and he defended with monosyllables and discovered, to his mounting horror, that he was enjoying it. That he looked forward to it. That he entered rooms now with his attention already hunting for her, and something in his chest went quiet and alert when he found her, like a hound sighting movement in the grass.

At that moment, across the room, Elizabeth said something that made three people laugh, and glanced over — deliberately, he was sure of it — to see whether he had noticed.

He had noticed. He held her gaze just long enough to make it clear that he had noticed, and had the satisfaction of watching color rise faintly along her cheekbones before she turned away with a toss of her head.

Careful, he told himself. Careful, Darcy.

He was a man of eight-and-twenty with a great estate, a young sister in his care, and a name that had been respectable for ten generations. He knew precisely what he owed to all of it. An entanglement with a country gentleman's daughter — a girl with an embarrassing mother, no fortune, and relations in trade — was not merely unwise; it was impossible. He had catalogued the objections. He recited them nightly, like a catechism.

The difficulty was that the catechism was developing interruptions. He would arrive at her family is decidedly beneath my own and his memory would supply, unbidden, the way she bit her lower lip when she was constructing a retort. He would reach her mother is insupportable and find himself instead considering the particular warm timbre of her laugh, and the fact that he had begun to be able to distinguish it, instantly, from every other laugh in a crowded room. He would conclude, firmly, it will not do, and lie awake wondering what her hair looked like out of its pins.

It was, he assured himself, a passing madness. A fever of the blood. It would burn itself out.

Across the room, Elizabeth Bennet was assuring herself of exactly the same thing, with exactly as much success.

She despised him — this was settled, this was documented, she had witnesses. He was proud, disdainful, and he had called her tolerable in a public assembly. That she was aware of his position in every room they shared; that his rare, reluctant almost-smiles had become a private hunting trophy she could not stop pursuing; that when he looked at her in that particular still, dark, considering way her skin prickled from the nape of her neck to the backs of her knees — none of this signified anything but a healthy relish for the battle. She was a soldier enjoying a war. That was all.

"You are staring at Mr. Darcy," Charlotte observed.

"I am glaring at Mr. Darcy. They are different arts."

"I see." Charlotte's voice was maddeningly neutral. "And does he know the difference?"

"I neither know nor care what Mr. Darcy knows." Elizabeth turned her back on the corner where he stood. "He is the last man in the world I should ever trouble myself to please."

"Of course," said Charlotte, and did not point out that Elizabeth had worn her best sprigged muslin three evenings running, because Charlotte Lucas was a good friend, and some observations are acts of war.
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While the principal war of this history was conducting itself in glances and skirmishes, there bloomed alongside it, in the same rooms, on the same evenings, an attachment of an entirely different botany; and the difference instructed everyone who watched, though it instructed the two parties themselves least of all.

Charles Bingley fell in love the way he did everything: immediately, entirely, and out loud. He had seen Jane Bennet across the Meryton assembly for the sum of four seconds before pronouncing her the most beautiful creature he ever beheld, and he danced with her twice, and by the second dance the whole room knew, because concealment was not among his faculties; he beamed; he had no almost-smile; he had only the entire article, deployed at everyone, and at her like sunrise.

And Jane — Jane received it the way deep water receives light: took it all in, gave back a serene and lovely surface, and kept the change happening in her depths a perfect secret from the county, from her family, and very nearly from herself. He is just what a young man ought to be, she told Elizabeth that night, which was, for Jane, a scream from the rooftops; and Elizabeth, who could read her sister's depths where no one else suspected depths existed, heard it correctly and rejoiced.

They were, the two of them, almost comically unarmed. Between Elizabeth and Darcy every sentence carried shot; between Jane and Bingley there passed, in whole evenings, nothing but open agreement and mutual light. He thought everything she said wise; she thought everything he said kind; they were both right; and the courtship proceeded through the autumn with the frictionless motion of two people who have no walls to breach because neither had ever thought of building any — which was its beauty, and, as the winter would prove, its whole vulnerability. For a fortress may be held by one defender against a friend's misjudgment; but an open city falls in an afternoon.

Only once that autumn did the deep water show. It was at the Netherfield ball, in the supper interval, while Mrs. Bennet trumpeted the expected match to Lady Lucas — such a promising thing for our girls; and Netherfield but three miles; and his five thousand a year — and Elizabeth, agonized, watching the mortification spread down the table, saw what no one else saw because no one else was looking: Jane, hearing every word, her serenity never flickering — and under the table, out of all sight, her sister's hands folded together so hard that the knuckles had gone white as the cloth.

She feels it all, Elizabeth thought, with a rush of love and fear she had no way to act on. She feels everything, and shows nothing, and the world will read the nothing and never once suspect the everything.

Across the room, the world — in the form of a tall dark gentleman by the mantel, cataloguing — was doing exactly that.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4

[image: ]


Jane was invited to dine at Netherfield; Mrs. Bennet, consulting the sky like a general, sent her on horseback; the rain obliged; and by morning a note arrived at Longbourn reporting that Miss Bennet was feverish, sore-throated, and confined to bed under the care of Mr. Bingley's household.

Elizabeth walked to Netherfield. Three miles of fields and stiles and mud, at a pace that had more to do with worry than propriety, and she arrived at the great house with her petticoat six inches deep in mud, her hair escaping its pins in dark curling strands, her cheeks glowing from exertion — and was shown, before she could so much as catch her breath, directly into the breakfast parlour, where the entire party sat at table.

The Bingley sisters' eyebrows performed a duet of horror. Mr. Bingley leapt up with genuine kindness. And Mr. Darcy —

Mr. Darcy rose slowly from his chair and forgot, completely, the existence of language.

She was glowing. That was the only word his stalled mind produced. She stood in the doorway with her chin lifted, entirely unembarrassed, mud to her knees and her color high and her eyes brilliant with air and exercise, and one long strand of dark hair had come loose and curved along her throat down toward her collarbone, and Darcy stared at that single strand of hair with the fixed intensity of a drowning man staring at shore. The room was suddenly airless. He had spent three weeks constructing arguments against precisely this woman, and every one of them was founded on the premise that attraction was a thing the rational mind could govern, and the premise was collapsing in a breakfast parlour at half past ten in the morning while Caroline Bingley said something disparaging about hemlines that he entirely failed to hear.

"Mr. Darcy." Elizabeth curtseyed, and there was mischief in it. She had seen something in his face — he was almost certain she had seen it — because her voice, when she spoke, had a new note in it, low and aware. "I hope I find you well."

"Miss Bennet." His own voice came out lower than he intended. "You walked."

"I ran, in places." Her chin came up another degree, daring anyone to object. "My sister is ill. I find I care more for her than for my petticoat, whatever the mud may say of me."

Say of you, thought Darcy, helplessly. It says you are loyal, and fearless, and you burn warmer than every careful person in this room, and your eyes have been brightened by the exercise into something no man could safely look at for long.

"The mud is eloquent," is what he said aloud, gravely, "but your sister is upstairs."

It surprised a laugh out of her — a real one, quick and unguarded, gone almost before it arrived. Their eyes caught and held a half-second past safety, exactly as they had at the assembly, and the same taut thread pulled tight between them, and Elizabeth was the one, this time, who looked away first.

She was conducted upstairs. Darcy sat back down, looked at his cooling coffee, and understood with perfect, disastrous clarity that he was in a great deal of trouble.

"Extraordinary conduct," Caroline Bingley was saying. "Scampering about the country because her sister has a cold! Her hair, Mr. Darcy — did you ever see anything so wild?"

"Never," said Darcy, with complete honesty, and declined to elaborate.

Jane's fever proved stubborn; the apothecary prescribed rest; and thus Elizabeth Bennet came to be resident under the same roof as Fitzwilliam Darcy for five days — five days that would prove, for two people so devoted to their own self-command, a curriculum in exactly how little of it they possessed.
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The first day passed safely enough. Elizabeth spent it almost entirely at Jane's bedside, appearing downstairs only for dinner, where she parried Caroline Bingley's condescension with such cheerful precision that Darcy had to develop a sudden interest in his wine glass to hide his expression.

It was the second night that undid the arrangement.

Jane had finally fallen into a proper sleep near midnight, and Elizabeth, too restless to attempt her own bed, remembered that Mr. Bingley had begged her to treat the library as her own. The house was dark and silent. She went down in her dressing gown with a single candle, on the sensible theory that the entire party had retired hours ago.

The theory failed at the library door.

Mr. Darcy sat in a wing chair by the last of the fire, coatless, his waistcoat unbuttoned, his cravat gone entirely, a book abandoned on his knee. The firelight did unreasonable things to him — gilded the strong line of his jaw, found the hollow of his bared throat, turned his dark hair to bronze at the edges. He looked younger. He looked undone, in the literal sense, all the day's careful architecture unfastened, and Elizabeth stood in the doorway one full second too long before she remembered how to move.

He saw her. He rose — too quickly — and the book slid to the floor with a thump that sounded like a cannon in the sleeping house.

"Miss Bennet." His hand went to his absent cravat, found nothing, and dropped. "I did not — forgive me, I believed everyone abed."

"As did I." She should leave. She knew with total clarity that she should leave; she was in her dressing gown, her hair in a loose braid over one shoulder, and it was past midnight, and no version of this scene could be read aloud in a drawing room. Instead she heard herself say: "I came for a book. I find sitting with an invalid leaves the mind restless."

"Yes," he said, and then, as if the word had escaped custody: "I could not sleep either."

The fire cracked. Neither of them moved. The room seemed to have grown smaller — or the space between them had, though neither had taken a step — and Elizabeth became conscious of her own pulse in a way that was entirely new, a soft insistent drum at her throat, her wrists, beneath the thin cotton over her heart.

"The poetry is on the far shelf," Darcy said finally, his voice roughened and careful. "The novels nearer the fire. Bingley's collection is haphazard, but—" he stopped. He was looking at her braid, at the dark rope of hair against the white of her dressing gown, with the expression of a man doing long division to save his life. "Forgive me. You know how to find a book."

"I do." She crossed to the shelves — nearer the fire, nearer him, she could have chosen the far shelf and did not, and catalogued that fact for later horror — and ran her fingers along the spines without reading a single title. He had not sat back down. She could feel him behind her, the sheer fact of him, the warmth of the fire and something that was not the fire.

"Miss Bennet." Closer than she expected. She turned, and he was two feet away, and his eyes in the firelight were not cold at all — had perhaps never been cold, she thought wildly, perhaps she had misread banked for frozen all along. "The shelf above. The Cowper. You mentioned at dinner you admired him."

He reached past her. He was careful — she would grant him that all her life, he was so careful — but the library was old and the shelves were deep, and to reach the volume his arm passed within an inch of her shoulder, and she felt the ghost-heat of it through the cotton, and she heard, distinctly, his breath catch. One small fractured inhalation, immediately controlled. The most honest sound she had ever heard him make.

He drew down the book and presented it. She took it. For one moment they both held it, the small green volume a bridge between two hands that did not touch, and the candle guttered, and Elizabeth looked up at him and could not for the life of her remember a single one of her objections to this man, could remember nothing at all except that his mouth, this close, was not proud in the least — it was held, the way a breath is held —

"Goodnight, Mr. Darcy," she said, barely above a whisper, and fled with the Cowper pressed to her chest like a shield.

Darcy stood alone in the library for a long time. Then he sat down, retrieved his fallen book, stared at it without opening it, and said, quietly, to the fire:

"I am in very great danger."

The fire, having watched the entire proceeding, offered no consolation whatever.
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The morning after the library, Elizabeth resolved upon a policy of strict avoidance, and executed it flawlessly for the better part of an hour.

The failure was not her fault. She had taken her book to the small back parlour precisely because no one used it; and no one had told her that Mr. Darcy, on rainy mornings, answered his letters of business there for precisely the same reason; and so at ten o'clock the door opened on the two of them established at opposite ends of the same small room, each armored in occupation, each instantly and vividly aware of the other, and each too proud to be the one who retreated.

They shared the parlour for two hours. It was the most strenuous silence of Elizabeth's life.

He wrote; she read; the rain worked at the windows. She turned pages at intervals calculated to suggest absorption, and retained nothing; the book might have been printed in Phoenician. From his end of the room came the small sounds of industry — the pen, the shuffle of papers, once the crisp break of a seal — and each sound arrived in her awareness with the clarity of a struck bell, because the whole of her attention, the entire disgraceful sum of it, was pitched toward that end of the room like a field of sunflowers toward the south.

At half past eleven he rose to mend the fire — the bell would have brought a servant; he did not ring it; she noted this, and noted herself noting it — and on his way back to the desk he paused, and she felt the pause, and kept her eyes on the Phoenician.

"The Cowper," he said.

"I beg your pardon?"

"You are holding the Cowper. From the library." A pause with something in it. "You are also holding it upside down, Miss Bennet, and have been this quarter hour."

Elizabeth looked at the book. The book, treacherous unto death, was upside down.

There was nothing to be done. Bluster was impossible; the evidence was in her hands, inverted. She turned it slowly right way up, closed it, set it in her lap, and looked up at him with the expression of a general surrendering a fortress with full honours of war.

"The morning light," she said, "is very poor."

"Extremely poor," Darcy agreed gravely. "I have written the same letter three times." He had not intended to say it — she watched the sentence surprise him on its way out — and for one moment the two of them regarded each other across the small room in the grey rainlight, both armies routed, both flags down, the truth sitting between them plain as the tea table: neither of us has accomplished one useful thing this morning, and we both know why, and neither of us will say it.

"Perhaps," said Elizabeth, rallying the last of her cavalry, "you should try a fresh subject."

"I have tried," said Mr. Darcy, with feeling, "everything," and returned to his desk; and the silence resumed; but it had changed key entirely, and when Caroline Bingley swept in at noon in search of him she found the room so thick with something unnamable that she opened a window on pretext of the fire smoking, and it did no good at all.
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