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About the Book
Elizabeth Bennet refuses to sit idly while her sister pines for a lost love. Certain that Bingley will renew his addresses if only he and Jane are reunited, Lizzy travels from Hertfordshire to London to track him down.
A chance encounter brings her face to face with her nemesis, the disagreeable Mr. Darcy. Lizzy is certain he is responsible for parting Jane and Bingley in the first place. Though furious with him for the pain he has caused Jane, she is touched by the brotherly affection he shows towards his own sister, Georgiana.
Lizzy and Georgiana soon strike up a friendship that gains Lizzy and Jane invitations to the best ton events. As Lizzy and Darcy are thrown more and more together, he tries to deny his growing ardour for her. But when an earl begins courting her, Darcy realizes he must act. Will the mistakes of the past get in the way of their future? Or will Our Dear Couple find their way to lasting love?
This sweet Regency romance is a standalone novel of 100,000 words. It includes kissing but no on-page intimacy.
∞∞∞
To learn more about Andrea’s books, sign up for her reader list.
Author’s Note
I hope, gentle reader, you will forgive some liberties I have taken with the timeline. While the book is set in 1812, Byron’s poem “She Walks in Beauty” was not published until 1813.
Also, while some sources say the waltz was first danced at Almack’s in 1812, others give later dates.
Chapter 1
In the slanting light of a January morning, Elizabeth Bennet breathed the crisp air. With a wool pelisse to protect her, she did not mind the cold. The blue sky and open countryside seemed to stretch on forever.
The shopping trip to the little town of Meryton with her sisters had been productive. In the dressmaker’s shop, she had scoured the latest fashion magazines for ideas. Resisting the temptation to order a new gown, she bought some notions to update her old ones instead. She wanted to look her best for Mr. Wickham at the next assembly.
She had hoped she would see him in the village, where his militia regiment was stationed for the winter. Only two of the officers had passed by the shop, however. Her youngest sisters had gone outside and flirted with Denny and Sanderson for a full ten minutes before Lizzy went to round them up.
Now, they were heading home to the manor house at Longbourn. Cheerful birdsong played in her ears, and the wide gravel pathway crunched beneath their feet.
She liked bringing up the rear because it allowed her to keep an eye on fifteen-year-old Lydia. The baby of the family, she was a girl of high spirits. Her adolescent ways too often influenced Kitty, the second youngest.
Mary, the closest in age to Lizzy, was of no use in supervising her siblings. Her mind was full of books and music. While she had much enthusiasm for these pursuits, she unfortunately had little taste. Their mother’s lax parenting style and love of gossip had incited Mary to quiet rebellion. But she had veered too far, turning rigid and pedantic.
Mary walked determinedly, carrying her newly purchased sheet music. Meanwhile, Lydia tried to wheedle Kitty into sharing her new length of blue ribbon. “But it would look so pretty with my sprigged muslin,” Lydia said, “the one with the diamond pattern. You know that I would share with you, if I had bought some ribbon.”
“I know no such thing,” Kitty protested. “You never share with me, and you constantly wheedle Mama to let you have my things. I bought the ribbon for an old bonnet I am freshening up. I do not have enough to spare.”
“I am better at making up bonnets than you are. I’ll do it for you if you let me have the leftover ribbon.”
“I want to do my own.”
And so it went for the next mile they walked.
Lizzy had learnt long ago to ignore their squabbling. Neither of their parents had the resolve to put an end to it. Lydia did whatever their mother let her get away with, which was quite a bit. Of the five sisters, Lydia was the most like her mother in temperament. But she had inherited their father’s cleverness. It was not a good combination.
The eldest sister, Jane, was in London. She had been staying in Cheapside with their aunt and uncle Gardiner since the start of the new year. Even after just a fortnight, Lizzy longed for Jane’s company. The sweetest and most sensible of the Bennet clan, she was a balm for Lizzy’s soul. If Jane had a fault, it was that she was too good, seeing the best in everyone. Even those who did not deserve it.
But Lizzy refused to let sadness interfere with her walk. She loved being out of doors, especially on a clear day. The trees might be leafless, but the structure of the grey branches had a beauty all its own.
They reached the cobbled drive too soon for Lizzy’s preference. Now she had no more excuses for ignoring her sewing, for which she had little talent. But as her papa liked to tease, she ought to do something to earn her keep.
In truth, with the entail on her father’s estate, she might have no choice but to earn her keep if she did not find a suitable husband. She sighed at the thought of Wickham. There was no hope in that quarter. Neither of them had fortune enough to make a marriage possible.
Stepping inside the house, melancholy settled over her again. If things had gone Jane’s way last autumn, the eldest Bennet sister would be enjoying London with her new husband. Jane would be happy, and the family would be saved from ruin.
Outside forces had interfered, however. Jane’s hopes had been cruelly and intentionally dashed.
Fury rose inside Lizzy whenever she thought of Jane’s last letter from Caroline Bingley. That upstart granddaughter of a tradesman thought her family too high and mighty for the Bennets, who had been landed gentry for centuries. Not that Lizzy cared two shillings for rank. The effrontery of it burned.
She took a deep breath to calm her nerves. Joining her mother in the front parlour, she picked up her sewing basket.
While Lizzy worked, her mother prattled about a disagreement with the cook. Mary tried out her new music on the pianoforte in the conservatory, missing as many notes as she hit. Somewhere in the house, Lydia and Kitty continued squabbling over bonnets and ribbons.
In the window seat, Lizzy sighed. She loved her family, but she longed for quiet.
More than that, she longed for Jane. Nursing a broken heart, her eldest sister had seemed despondent in her last letter. Lizzy had wanted to hie to town that very day on the mail coach.
But Lizzy had little hope of leaving the environs of the village of Meryton at that time. If Jane were not in London, Lizzy would not even wish to go. The Bennet family lived comfortably in the country. However, a season in town for five daughters was beyond their means. Mr. Bennet had no sons, and Longbourn would go to a distant cousin upon his demise. The family economized where they could.
Lizzy carefully cut the ribbon and lace she had purchased to lengthen the sleeves of her best gown. It was a white muslin with a soft damask pattern, one she saved for special occasions. She took care with her needle, to avoid damaging the delicate fabric.
The activity cheered her. She hoped for a ball at the assembly rooms soon. That would break up the monotony of a dull, dreary January.
She had not been long at her work when her aunt Philips was shown in. Her mother’s sister had married a lawyer in Meryton. Her situation in the village made her privy to gossip before it reached the nearby estates.
On this day, it was clear from her manner that Mrs. Philips had a fine piece of news to share. Upon her arrival, Lydia and Kitty gave up their quarrel, and even Mary came to join them in the parlour. Hill the housekeeper set out the tea tray and some jam biscuits.
“Why, sister, what do you think?” aunt Philips began, her tone grave. “Have you heard the news about Miss King?”
Miss King was a young woman of about twenty—the same age as Lizzy. She had not lived in Meryton long. A few months prior, she had come to stay with her uncle, but had attracted no particular notice. At least, not until she had inherited the fine sum of ten thousand pounds.
“Miss King is not unwell, I hope?” Lizzy asked. She did not count Miss King a particular friend, but Lizzy had no reason to think ill of her. Lizzy would not wish any misfortune to befall her.
“On the contrary.” Mrs. Philips tapped a finger to her lips a moment, as if pondering her next words. She gave Lizzy a sorrowful look. “Miss King is engaged—”
“Engaged!” cried Lydia. “That awful, freckled thing?”
Lizzy glared at her sister, aghast. Lydia was already out in society, but her manners could have used an extra year or two to develop.
Neither mother nor aunt appeared to have the breath to scold her, however. The next moment, Mrs. Philips continued with her story, giving Lizzy a significant look. “Yes. She is engaged…to Mr. Wickham.”
Silence descended on the room as Lizzy’s stomach dropped to the floor. Wickham, marry Miss King? Though tears did not prickle her eyes, she could not deny that the news made her chest grow heavy.
She could not fathom it. Wickham had never shown the girl a moment’s interest before. Rather, he had singled out Lizzy from the day they had met, paying her his attentions at every assembly.
He had been clear from the beginning that he was penniless apart from his officer’s pay. The salary of a lieutenant in the militia could barely cover his own expenses, much less those of a wife. He had not misled her in any way.
Still, Lizzy felt all the humiliation of the moment. No, she could not attribute her discomfort to a broken heart. Yet she was mortified that her favourite had attached himself to another. Especially without warning.
All eyes turned to Lizzy, and heat rose in her face. She knew what the ladies of her family were thinking—that she must feel thrown over by him. In fact, she felt no such thing. He had never been hers, and she had known he never would be.
The fault for that fact lay squarely on the shoulders of one man. Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy had ruined all of Wickham’s hopes.
Darcy had sojourned at nearby Netherfield Park the previous autumn. Nephew to the Earl of Matlock, he was a landowner of considerable fortune. At eight-and-twenty, he was as pleasing in his physical features as he was black of heart. Though tall and shamefully handsome, he wore a haughty air. He seemed to consider himself above all his company.
And he had struck a blow against Wickham that had left the poor man destitute.
Was it any wonder Wickham found it necessary to marry a woman of fortune? Lizzy herself had no dowry at all. She had been cautious with her heart. Marriage to Wickham was an impossibility.
No, Lizzy had no choice but to marry a man with the means to support her. She was also determined to marry for love. Under the circumstances, she had resisted falling for Wickham’s considerable charms.
Still, word of his engagement was a jolt—if only to her pride. And everyone in her family knew it.
She pasted a placid smile on her face. “What happy news,” she said. “I hope they will be as happy as they deserve.”
Her female relations continued to stare owlishly at her. It was at moments like this that she missed Jane the most. Jane would have comprehended the irony of her statement. Except for her father, no one else in the family understood Lizzy’s sense of humour.
She picked up a raspberry biscuit and passed around the plate. The others resumed their gossiping. She did her best to ignore them.
After aunt Philips had gone, Lizzy found herself alone with her needlework at last. A half hour of quiet ensued before the housekeeper brought her a letter.
“This came for you in the post, miss.” Hill curtseyed, then withdrew.
Lizzy expected it to be from Jane until she saw the handwriting. It belonged to her aunt Gardiner, the wife of Mrs. Bennet’s brother. Some years younger than her husband, she was a favourite with her nieces.
Curiosity piqued, Lizzy tore open the envelope. She read eagerly at first, then with ever-increasing concern.
Dear Lizzy,
I hope you will forgive this letter. I do not wish to worry you, my dear. We are all well here, and I trust the same is true at Longbourn.
Jane’s spirits, I find, continue to be low, even after two weeks in town. I had hoped that shopping and entertainment would distract her from her troubles. But in truth, I can hardly coax her out of the house.
She lives in fear that we will run into Mr. Bingley. She says she cannot bear the thought of seeing his indifference. I tell her such a thing is unlikely, as we travel in different circles. Still, we might see him at a public place like the theatre or a museum. So we generally remain home of an evening.
Mr. Gardiner and I are content to avoid the crowds of the ton during the season. But Jane is young and beautiful. For her to pine away seems a terrible waste when so many respectable young men are in town this time of year.
I have done my best to cheer her, to no avail. I am convinced that you are the only one in the world who can manage it. Will you come to London, Lizzy? We can send the carriage for you on Thursday, if that would be convenient. You would be a great comfort to us all.
Your affectionate aunt,
M. Gardiner
The words made Lizzy want to cry. Poor Jane! She had the kindest heart of anyone in the world, and Charles Bingley had broken it.
Mr. Bingley was a good friend of Mr. Darcy. Lizzy suspected that Darcy had schemed against Jane. Without warning, Bingley had quit Netherfield and settled in London for the season.
Lizzy knew not how Darcy had persuaded Bingley to abandon Jane. Darcy had made it no secret, though, that he considered the Bennets beneath him and his friends. Without Darcy’s interference, Lizzy was certain Bingley would have asked for Jane’s hand.
Pacing the floor, Lizzy balled her hands into fists. The more she thought about it, the more infuriated she became. Jane loved Bingley. He could give her the financial security she needed. Should she lose that happiness because of a heartless scoundrel like Darcy? It was insupportable.
Lizzy had secretly hoped Jane would run into Bingley while in town. Thus, their love would be rekindled. There was no hope of that if Jane refused to leave the house. If Jane would not take the initiative on her own, then perhaps she could use a sisterly push.
Before discussing it with her mother, Lizzy decided to secure her father’s permission. She did not doubt her mother’s love for her. Yet their dispositions diverged so wildly, a stranger would not have thought them related. Lizzy was all her father’s daughter.
So she waited until after dinner that evening and approached him in his study. Sitting in front of his desk, she explained the contents of the letter from her aunt.
“It is bad enough with Jane gone,” her father complained. “If you go too, I shall not hear two words of sense spoken together in this house until you return.”
And whose fault is that? she wondered. He had chosen his wife for her beauty rather than her wit. He had been utterly indifferent about his daughters’ education. If he heard nothing but gossip and talk of the latest fashions while she and Jane were gone, he had no one to blame but himself.
“Papa, I cannot bear to think of Jane suffering—”
“A broken heart is a common enough thing. I daresay she will meet another young man soon enough, and drive away all thoughts of Bingley.”
Lizzy jumped to her feet. Did her father have so little concept of how dire the situation was? If she and her sisters did not marry well, their choices in life would be extremely limited once he was gone.
“How many more men of five thousand a year is she likely to encounter?” she asked him, tamping down her fury. “She is two-and-twenty. There will soon be talk that she is on the shelf.”
“Oh, I think we have some years before we have to worry about—”
“If you die tomorrow,” Lizzy said more insistently, “my sisters and I will be destitute. We will have to live off the largesse of Mama and her two hundred pounds a year. How will she support six women on such a sum? Mary and I will have to become governesses, and Jane a companion to an elderly widow.”
Being a governess was out of the question for Jane. No married woman would hire someone of such beauty into her household. As for the youngest sisters… Lydia ought not to be out of the schoolroom herself. And Kitty—well, she was as ignorant as a girl could be despite surviving seventeen years on earth. She was too much under Lydia’s influence, and Lydia was under no one’s influence at all.
Her father did not meet Lizzy’s eyes. She could not endure the silence. He was supposed to be the head of this household. “Is that what you want for your daughters, Papa? Is it?”
He looked properly chagrined, for once in his life. Lizzy hated to remind him of how he had let his family down. He rarely liked to think about it on his own—or take any action to rectify the matter. Sometimes, however, it could not be helped.
“If you think a trip to London necessary,” he said at last, “I will not oppose you.”
Her spirits lightened, and the tension in her body eased. Wearing a bright smile, she leaned over his chair and kissed his cheek. He smelled of brandy and cheroots.
“Thank you, dearest Papa. You will not regret it. I am certain I can reunite Jane and Mr. Bingley. Perhaps filial affection made him malleable enough to quit Netherfield. But think how much more pliant he will be in the face of violent love.”
With that certainty in her heart, she patted her father’s shoulder and went upstairs to her packing.
Chapter 2
Darcy’s eyes scanned the ballroom, taking in the crowd. The dark suits of the gentlemen contrasted with the pastel confections of the ladies. Their silks shimmered in the candlelight from brass wall sconces and crystal chandeliers. Hothouse flowers in pink and yellow and purple fragranced the air.
“What about her?” he asked Bingley in a low voice, lifting his chin in the direction of the Earl of Greymore’s youngest sister. She was petite and blonde and exactly Bingley’s type. “Lady Cressida Marlowe. A very pretty girl.”
Bingley turned in the young woman’s direction. “Quite so,” Bingley said with a nod. “Though not as pretty as…” His voice trailed away in a sigh. As it always did when he spoke of Jane Bennet, even if he did not say her name.
Darcy gritted his teeth but endeavoured to maintain a placid expression. Bingley’s obsession with Miss Bennet was trying, but his pain was real. His attachment was deeper than Darcy had imagined.
It had been six weeks since they had quit Netherfield. The wound was fresh, but not so much that Bingley should still be in this state of melancholy. It pained Darcy to see his friend’s usual high spirits so dampened.
“Come, Bingley, this is not like you. The best way to forget one female is to seek out the company of another. I must see you dance.”
“Forgive me. I shall leave the breaking of hearts to you tonight.” He clapped Darcy’s shoulder, then bowed and headed to the card room.
Darcy watched after his friend in frustration. He himself had no more desire to dance than Bingley did. But his cousin, Lady Arabella Fitzwilliam, had just come out. He wanted to make sure she was never without a partner.
And if he were honest with himself, he had another reason as well. Like Bingley, he was striving to forget one of the Bennet sisters.
Darcy had expected to erase Miss Elizabeth Bennet from his mind within hours of the journey from Netherfield. But as the days had stretched into weeks, he continued to burn for her. Though she had not the exquisite beauty of her elder sister, she had an animation Jane lacked. Her face was lively and pretty, and her figure—
Darcy forced himself not to think about her figure.
Instead, he looked for Arabelle in the crowd. Spotting her standing with her mother and her sister Nerissa, he headed in that direction. Before he had taken many steps, Lady Greymore cut into his path, her daughter on her arm.
“Mr. Darcy, how wonderful to see you in town so early in the season. You remember my youngest daughter, Cressida?”
“Of course, ma’am,” he said graciously, despite his irritation. “Lady Cressida, how good to see you again. Are you enjoying the ball?”
“I am, I thank you, sir. It is quite a squeeze.”
He gave her a soft look. “I assure you, once the season is in full swing, you will look back and smile at considering this a squeeze.”
He was about to excuse himself when Lady Greymore said, “Cressida has received permission to waltz. She is the most graceful dancer I ever saw. I assure you, sir, a gentleman’s toes would be quite safe from her.”
“Mama,” Cressida scolded, her expression unusually serene for a girl making her come-out.
Darcy had no desire to ask her to dance. Though as pretty as any young woman in the room, she was all of seventeen. If Darcy were to court a woman, it would be…well, a woman. One who could offer intelligent and spirited conversation. Cressida hid her wit behind a demure silence.
Rather like Jane Bennet.
Which raised the question: What did Bingley really know of Miss Bennet? Her mother was the crassest sort of fortune hunter. According to Bingley’s sister Caroline, Jane had felt no deep attachment to him. She had only been following her mother’s instructions in admitting his attentions.
And Caroline ought to know. She had been Jane’s confidante while they had been at Netherfield.
Lady Greymore, by contrast, was no adventurer. Cressida’s dowry was ample, if the rumours were true. She would make an excellent match for Bingley, and help him to put Jane out of his mind.
It would not hurt Darcy to dance with the chit and get to know her better. She was the sort of girl he would like his sixteen-year-old sister Georgiana to emulate, once she came out. And Cressida’s brother the earl was unmarried. An alliance between their two families would be most eligible.
Good heavens. Now he was thinking like a society maven. No, Darcy would be in no way suited to playing matchmaker for his sister, when her time came. He would leave that up to his aunt, the Countess of Matlock. Or better still, his own wife.
He startled at that. For indeed, Darcy had no wife. But when the thought had flitted into his mind, he had pictured none other than Elizabeth Bennet.
Impossible.
In truth, he did not object to the lady herself. She was lovely and well mannered, and she aroused all the appropriate feelings in him. And, sometimes, inappropriate feelings. She would make a fine bed partner.
Do. Not. Think. About. That.
The problem was entirely with her family. Her mother was the embodiment of foolishness. Her youngest sisters were wild and ungoverned. Even her father had a droll disregard for propriety, which could not help embarrassing his relations at times.
Darcy could not imagine aligning himself with such a family—no matter how delightful Elizabeth Bennet was.
And as he had told Bingley, the best way to forget one woman was to spend time with another. Lady Cressida was a lovely girl. She might well have a brain in her head if he could remove her from the scrutiny of her mother. So he capitulated to that woman’s machinations. “Lady Cressida, have you a partner for the waltz?”
“I do not, sir.”
“Then I would be most happy to escort you.”
They made their way to the dance floor. Lady Cressida, as it turned out, did have a brain in her head. She was young, to be sure. But her manners were lovely, her French fluent. Her interests included botany and geography.
“I long to travel to Italy one day,” she said, “to see the art and architecture of Rome and Florence and Venice.”
“Perhaps you will, once Bonaparte is defeated.”
“My brothers complained about the war denying them their grand tours. They had to travel to such far-flung lands as Scotland and Ireland. And those quaint little villages in Wales where everyone has the same surname.”
She had perfected that tone of ennui expected of the beau monde. Yet the sparkle in her eye carried a hint of satire. She was all propriety, and yet…there was nothing bland about her. She had the self-possession of a cat, and the air of mystery, too.
It seemed there was much more to Lady Cressida than she would ever show in public. But she was barely more than a child, and after the waltz, he returned her to her mother.
He went looking for Arabelle again. Just as he spotted her, she was approached by a worthless young man named Rolf Peabody. His brother, Viscount Wayne, was an old friend of Darcy’s cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam. About thirty, Wayne was newly married and had an untarnished reputation.
But Peabody was well known as a rake. According to rumour, he had left Oxford in disgrace two years earlier. His father, still alive at the time, had hushed up whatever the scandal had been.
Darcy did not have to rely on gossip. He had seen enough with his own eyes to form an opinion. He did not want the cad anywhere near Arabella.
In a handful of strides, Darcy crossed the room. “Where is your mother, dear cousin?”
Arabelle looked up at him with wide, brown eyes. “Oh, Darcy! I did not see you there. Mama is helping Nerissa.” In a whisper, she explained that her sister’s waltz partner had stepped on her hem. Two inches of lace had been torn from the fabric.
“Ah,” he replied. “If you are not engaged for the next set, I would be happy to be your partner.”
“She is engaged by me,” Peabody said cheerily. “I have come to claim her.”
Tall and blond and broad-shouldered, the man wore a wolfish grin. He was easily capable of overpowering an unwilling female. But they were in a bright ballroom with dozens of prominent guests. Darcy set his jaw but nodded curtly.
If Peabody had already secured the dance with Arabelle, Darcy would not make a fuss about it. But once the dance was through, he would warn her to stay away from the rogue in the future. Surely the countess would not have approved of Peabody as a partner if she had been there to prevent it.
Darcy would not let Arabelle suffer the same heartbreak his sister Georgiana had. The previous year, Giana had been duped by George Wickham. Darcy had once considered the man his closest friend. But Wickham had attempted to elope with Giana for the sake of her dowry, a sum of thirty thousand pounds. If Darcy had not discovered the truth in time…
His gut clenched, and pain rose in his chest. The possibility did not bear thinking about.
He and Wickham had grown apart during their years at Cambridge. Wickham’s dissolute lifestyle had threatened to stain Darcy’s reputation by association. Things became worse when Wickham’s gambling debts began to mount. Even Darcy’s generous allowance was insufficient to cover them. Darcy could not continue protecting his old friend forever.
That, apparently, was an unpardonable sin. Darcy let Wickham suffer the consequences of his own actions. Wickham never forgave him. He seemed to regard Darcy as his personal bank account—with unlimited funds available for withdrawal.
Before he had died, Darcy’s father had asked his son to look after Wickham. Being a man of honour, Darcy fulfilled the obligation. He considered the matter settled.
Wickham did not. He had squandered every penny and come looking for more. When Darcy refused, Wickham’s resentment burned. He sought his revenge by targeting Georgiana, the person Darcy cared for most in the world.
Darcy had done what he thought was right when it came to Wickham, but the cost to his family might have been enormous. Had there been another way? Might he have salvaged his friendship with Wickham, if he had acted differently?
The thought had haunted Darcy for a year now, ever since he had rescued Georgiana. It was time to let go of the past. He could not change it. He had done the best he could.
Shortly after the break in his friendship with Wickham, Darcy had met Bingley. While Bingley shared Wickham’s amiable nature, that was where the similarity ended. Wickham used his sociability to manipulate. Bingley was the most ingenuous person Darcy knew.
Which, unfortunately, made him easy prey.
In the past week, a new worry had surfaced in that area. Caroline Bingley had told Darcy that Jane Bennet was in town, staying with her uncle in Cheapside. Bingley’s sisters were determined to keep the information from their brother.
Darcy agreed with them—Bingley was greatly attached to Miss Bennet, much more than she to him. But how would Bingley respond if he learnt of the deception? Was Darcy risking their friendship, now, too?
Darcy had taken Bingley under his wing at university. Bingley had started at Cambridge when he was sixteen. Though academically precocious, he was far too trusting for his own good.
For seven years, Darcy had protected the younger man from those who sought to take advantage of him. Darcy would not let Bingley make the worst mistake of his life by marrying a penniless woman who did not love him.
Yet Darcy’s stomach tightened at the thought of losing another friend—this one of far greater worth than Wickham. Though Darcy was a man of some consequence, he allowed only a few people into his inner circle. A rift between himself and Bingley would be a blow indeed.
The music ended, and Darcy looked around for Arabella. When he spotted her, he strode determinedly in her direction. Peabody was escorting her towards the terrace, but Darcy would not permit that.
When he caught up to them, he said to Arabelle, “I believe my dance is next.”
Her eyes challenged him. “Is it?”
She was right to be sceptical, as he had not secured a dance with her. He had planned to swoop in when she needed assistance, as she did now. Except that Arabelle had no concept of the danger she was in.
He offered his arm, and she took it without protest. They made their way through the crowd of perfectly groomed lords and ladies. In the crush, they were bombarded by the competing scents of powder and cologne and potions of all kinds. The room was growing warm from the heat of all those bodies.
When they reached the dance floor, Arabelle said in his ear, “I did not need rescuing.”
“Rolf Peabody is the most dangerous man here tonight. Simply spending time in his company could harm your reputation.”
She raised her brow, a sardonic half-smile on her lips. “What nonsense. His sister Priscilla is my dearest friend. Rolf and I played together as children.”
“You are hardly more than a child now.”
“I am seventeen,” she said with a scoff.
He looked at her askance. “You have just made my point.”
Sighing heavily, she looked away for a moment, then turned and met his eyes. “Darcy, do not be tiresome. I have four older brothers for that.”
“Let us stipulate that you have reached the age of young womanhood. You must agree, then, that Peabody also is no longer a child. He is a man of one-and-twenty. He knows more of the world than you. Perhaps you do not understand the potential harm a man like that can do to an innocent.”
She rolled her eyes, a habit the countess had been trying to rid her of. “I am not as ignorant as you suppose. If Rolf tries to kiss me, I shall rebuff him as I ought.”
“He is larger and stronger than you. What if he refuses to take no for an answer?”
She gaped at him. A moment later, she pressed her mouth into a thin, tight line, anger flashing in her eyes. “That is an awful thing to say. Rolf would not do that to me.”
Darcy had reason to disagree. He had once caught Rolf doing that and more to a housemaid. If Darcy had not intervened, the man might have brutalized her.
But Darcy could not tell that sort of thing to a gently bred young lady. Instead, he said, “Promise me that you will not allow yourself to be alone with him.”
“Of course. I understand how it would harm my reputation to be in the company of a man unchaperoned.”
“You were about to go outside with him.”
Her brow narrowed. She looked as if she wanted to slap him. “The terrace is well lit. Couples are continually stepping outside to take the cool air for a moment. It is January. No one would meet for a moonlight tryst in the garden in this weather.”
Darcy did not like it, but he could not argue with her. Besides, it would do no good. He had made his point, and any further words from him would only serve to antagonize her. Fortunately, he could count on her mother, father, and seven older siblings to support him.
What would he do when Georgiana came out? He was the only family she had left. The Fitzwilliams could wield a certain amount of influence over her. But she did not care for their opinions as intensely as she did for his.
Yet he held no illusions. An adolescent girl could not be counted on to obey her elders without argument.
Thankfully, she had done exactly that when he had separated her from Wickham. He had told her everything—well, everything except the worst of Wickham’s womanizing. She had accepted his word that the man’s interest had been in her dowry. It had been a blow, after she had thought him in love with her.
Darcy might have fallen into the melancholy the memory usually brought. The Scottish reel distracted him. Arabelle had learnt from the best dance instructors in London. It was a pleasure to see her pretty face so full of laughter and life. The sprightly music created a jolly mood.
A fierce love for his young cousin welled up in Darcy’s chest. He protected his own—whether Arabelle or Georgiana or yes, even Bingley. No one would take advantage of them on Darcy’s watch.
Not even one as lovely and unassuming as Jane Bennet.
Chapter 3
Lizzy’s eyes darted around the interior of a bookstore in Mayfair. Black-painted shelves rose from floor to ceiling. They housed tomes ranging from novels to ancient Greek texts. Lizzy could have spent all day there, but she had a mission.
Her companion, Sally, was employed by the Gardiners and acting as lady’s maid to Lizzy and Jane. She was about twenty with ginger-blonde hair and a slender build. Sweet and amiable, she raved over how pleasant it was to look after the sisters during their visit to London.
Sally’s words might have sprung from a hope of being hired permanently for a more prestigious post. And in truth, Lizzy wished they could bring another lady’s maid home with them to Longbourn. Yet, she believed Sally truly cared about Jane’s welfare. Sally had confided to Lizzy that she sometimes saw tears in Jane’s eyes, while Jane pretended to be fine.
The persistent sorrow Jane showed brought an ache to Lizzy’s heart. Jane and Bingley had clearly been in love. And while Bingley was young—perhaps three-and-twenty—he was independent. He could marry whomever he pleased. If he wanted Jane, he should have her. His sisters should have no say in it.
So that morning, Lizzy had put a plan into motion. And Sally was a willing partner in her scheme.
Lizzy told her aunt she wanted to spend the day shopping. Meryton did not offer the variety of potions and perfumes that could be found in town. But her reason for travelling by hackney coach all the way to Mayfair was more…complicated.
Jane had learnt from Caroline that Bingley was staying at Darcy House. Lizzy had come to find him, even though she did not know where Darcy House was. If she found out, it would be scandalous for a single young woman to call on a single gentleman. But if she could somehow manage to run into Bingley…
Lizzy sighed. It was not a good plan. But it was better than wasting away in Cheapside, hoping Bingley would magically appear at the door. She might overhear something, or catch sight of someone she knew. At any rate, she could not be idle when Jane’s heart was breaking. She had to do something.
A few patrons milled about. Lizzy recognized no one, overheard no names of acquaintances. That was not surprising. She was hardly a member of the bon ton, though she did have a few connections. She sighed, thinking perhaps it was time to move on to another shop. 
She stopped, though, when she spotted a copy of Lyrical Ballads. It was a book of poetry by Wordsworth and Coleridge. The romantic sentiments might appeal to Kitty. Lizzy suspected that Kitty would not be averse to reading more—if Lydia were not always distracting her from serious pursuits.
Lost in her musings, she barely noticed that the door to the shop had swung open. Then, a familiar voice captured her attention. Her stomach jumped. Darcy! She quickly turned away from him to avoid discovery.
“Oh, look!” a female voice cried. “It is the latest by Mrs. Hunter.”
“That you may get from the circulating library,” Darcy replied. “Such a book has no place in the library at Pemberley. What about a collection of poetry? I have been searching for a first edition of The Lady of the Lake by Walter Scott.”
The young woman replied in a teasing tone. “Forgive me for thinking of what I might enjoy reading. Not of what would best adorn your library shelves.”
From the ensuing conversation, Lizzy guessed the young lady must be his sister, Georgiana. Lizzy had never met the girl. She dared not look to take in Miss Darcy’s appearance. The voice, however, was airy and musical, like a bird’s.
“A woman cannot be called truly accomplished,” Darcy said, “unless she improves her mind by reading.”
The girl tittered. “You mean like a certain lady you knew at Netherfield?”
Lizzy startled at that. Who could they be speaking of? Caroline Bingley seemed the most likely candidate. But she had not been a great reader from what Lizzy had observed.
Lizzy’s maid approached. “There you are, miss. I lost sight of you.”
In a low, conspiratorial tone, Lizzy said, “The tall man who just came in? That is Mr. Darcy. I do not wish him to see me.”
“Mr. Darcy! We’ve been trying to get information about him all day. Would it not be easier to talk to him?”
“I do not wish him to know I am in town. He may endeavour to keep me away from Mr. Bingley.”
Sally looked at her, brows furrowed, tilting her head to one side. “Why would he do that?”
“Well…” Lizzy sighed. In for a penny, in for a pound. “I told you of my suspicion that Mr. Bingley’s sisters were responsible for parting him and Jane. Mr. Darcy may also have played a role. I have no proof, but he has always looked upon my family with disdain.”
Sally’s eyes widened. Then, she shook her head. “I cannot imagine it! Miss Bennet is kindness itself. And to see her so full of sadness over her gentleman…well, as I said before, I shall be happy to help put a smile back on her face.”
Lizzy was grateful for Sally’s support and discretion. At least…she hoped she could rely on the maid’s discretion. Sally would not lie to Mrs. Gardiner, and Lizzy would not want her to. But she believed the maid could be counted on not to gossip.
Darcy and his sister headed up the tall spiral staircase. Lizzy seized the opportunity. She and Sally made their escape, stepping into the grocer’s next door.
Her plan was to watch the Darcys’ carriage and follow at a safe distance on foot. As far as they could, at least. That would give them a sense of the direction in which the Darcys were headed. It was ridiculous, but Lizzy did not know what else to do. She had to find Bingley and let him know Jane was in town.
Then, if he did not call on her, so be it. At least Lizzy could be sure it had been his choice to abandon Jane. For now, though, she was convinced he had been pressured into it. By someone—or someones—who did not have his best interest at heart. Until she knew for certain, she could not let it go. Not when Jane’s future was at stake.
At the grocer’s, Lizzy stood amidst the spices and the jars of delicacies, looking through the window. She soon discovered that she could not find a good position for keeping an eye on the bookshop door. So she and Sally stepped outside to cross the street for a better view.
The rain overnight had stirred up the dirt, but no matter. Her boots were sturdy, and the morning had dawned bright and clear.
Except…while they had been in the bookstore, the sky had grown overcast. Lizzy looked up at the clouds, surprised at how ominous they had become. She held out a gloved hand and caught a few drops. She took Sally’s arm, checked the street for safety, and quickly started across.
Too late. The sky opened up.
Picking up their pace, they half-walked, half-ran to the other side. Lizzy’s straw bonnet did little to protect her from the wind-blown droplets that pelted her face. The January air bit her exposed skin.
She and Sally huddled under an awning, shivering. Tendrils of curls had escaped Sally’s bonnet and were plastered to her face. Lizzy was sure her own coiffure had fared no better.
Their pelisses were soaked, and their petticoats must be two inches deep in mud. Lizzy did not dare step inside one of the fashionable establishments. They would drip all over the floor. The two women had to escape the cold, though, before they caught a chill. Lizzy looked around for a hackney, but could not see one.
The next moment, from behind her, an arm hauled her up into a coach, and Sally right after her. Too surprised to register fear, she looked about in wonder. By the time she could get her bearings, Darcy was seated on the bench across from them. She stared at him, shock stealing her voice.
His hat and overcoat were damp, but he was otherwise unruffled. Though as handsome as ever, nothing amiable showed in his features. He looked at her with piercing dark eyes, his gaze feral. As if he would sooner roast her over a fire and serve her for dinner, than hold a conversation with her.
Then he should not have lifted me into his carriage.
Next to him sat a young blonde woman. She was everything he was not: light where he was dark, smiling where he glared, petite and delicate where he was tall and broad. They did have one point of commonality, though. Her features were as even and pleasing as his. If indeed this was Miss Darcy, she was lovely.
But the next moment, Lizzy’s mortification overcame her. She and Sally must look a fright. It was not the first time Darcy had seen her with muddy petticoats. She looked up at him, her cheeks heating.
Under the intensity of his gaze, her thoughts all stopped together. Something electric passed between them, though she could not have said what it was. This man had ruined Wickham. Had possibly destroyed Jane’s hopes with Bingley. And yet, with his eyes fixed on her, she could not look away.
With aristocratic hauteur, he finally spoke. His words were clipped and precise. “Miss Elizabeth Bennet. We meet again.”
∞∞∞
Darcy could not steal his eyes away from her. The hint of pink that rose in her cheeks was quite appealing. She seemed to struggle for speech a moment before sputtering, “Mr. Darcy.”
He could not help finding satisfaction in discombobulating her. He had been discombobulated by her since leaving Netherfield.
“I thank you, sir,” she added. “We might have caught our death without your kindness.”
“Not at all.” He could not take his eyes off her. He was staring, and it was abominably rude.
She would think him mocking her appearance. What he was actually thinking was far worse. He would like to peel her out of those wet clothes and…
What a beast he was! He had just taken this woman into his care, and he was imagining doing wicked things to her. He could not help himself. Her bright eyes and the sensual curve of her lips reached inside and grabbed hold of him. The sensation was like nothing he had experienced before.
He put the thought out of his mind. “Is there somewhere I can take you?”
She cleared her throat delicately. “Our destination is my uncle’s house in Gracechurch Street. But that must be an hour away in this weather. I can hire a hackney—”
“Nonsense. I will take you to Darcy House until the sky clears. You will be quite safe there in the company of my sister and her companion.”
“Mr. Darcy!” She glowered at him a long moment. Then, the practicalities seemed to dawn on her, and her rigid posture softened. She did not give up the fight entirely, though. “That is too kind. I could not impose—”
“No imposition at all.” He called his instructions to the driver, and the next moment, the carriage was underway.
“Miss Bennet,” he continued, “may I have the pleasure of introducing my sister, Miss Darcy.”
“How do you do,” Elizabeth said with a nod, her voice courteous, yet bearing a hint of exasperation. Apparently she did not appreciate his taking charge of her. But he was not about to let her travel an hour in a hackney wearing those wet clothes.
“Miss Bennet,” Georgiana’s angelic voice said, “my brother has told me much about you.”
“About me?” Elizabeth stared, eyes wary.
His face heated. “Georgiana—”
“Oh yes,” his maddening chit of a sister continued. “I have more than once heard him praise you as the prettiest woman he met during his stay in Hertfordshire.”
His chest tightened at his sister’s impudent words, yet he dared not scold her. It would only bring more attention to her inappropriate statement.
A tantalizing blush flooded Elizabeth’s cheeks. “Surely you must be confusing me with my sister Jane.”
“Indeed I am not!” Giana insisted. “It is true that Mr. Bingley has done nothing but sigh over her these six weeks. But when my brother speaks of Miss Bennet, he is speaking of Miss Elizabeth.”
Elizabeth’s eyes widened at him, but she quickly turned away.
Setting his jaw, he gave his sister a brief disapproving look. She rolled her eyes at him and smiled.
“What brings you to town?” he asked Elizabeth.
She eyed him a moment. “I am visiting my aunt and uncle,” she said noncommittally.
He knew from Caroline that Jane had come to London to stay with her relations. No mention had been made of Elizabeth, though. Was there anything to that?
He supposed Caroline might have known the information and kept it from him. She had made no secret of her own interest in him as a marriage prospect. He could hardly have missed the jealousy she had shown towards Elizabeth.
Though he liked Caroline, there was no warmth in her. And after the way she had schemed to separate Bingley from Jane, she was not the sort of woman he could bind himself to.
Had Elizabeth been of superior birth, she might have tempted him. As it was…well, it was unthinkable.
And yet, with her so close that their knees nearly touched, he was thinking it. He was thinking about the gauzy white bed curtains in the chamber at Pemberley that would belong to his wife. He was thinking about her perched on the mattress in her night rail, her dark hair loose and flowing around her shoulders. He was thinking about his hands gliding along creamy skin, her flesh shuddering beneath his touch.
He had no right to imagine such things. She was a gentlewoman. She could never be his except as his wife, and he was determined she would never be that. With that scheming mother of hers, he would be a laughingstock.
Thankfully Giana interrupted his improper musings. “Miss Bennet, will you introduce me to your companion?”
He turned to her and stared. In the past year, his demure sister had developed a new level of confidence. He had been afraid that Wickham’s betrayal would make her even more timid. It seemed to have had the opposite effect. There was a new determination in her. A determination to follow her own principles, rather than deferring to others.
Not that she had become defiant. She obeyed him as a girl of sixteen ought, as he was twelve years her senior and also her guardian. She had, however, grown more accustomed to stating her own opinions. And to his delight, he had found them worth listening to.
Elizabeth cleared her throat, looking from Giana to the maid. Then, she said, “Miss Georgiana Darcy, may I present my lady’s maid, Miss Sarah Jones.”
“I am pleased to meet you, Miss Jones.”
“Oh, please, ma’am, you must call me Sally. That is…not that I expect you to address me at all, of course.”
“It does seem rather silly, though,” Giana said. “The four of us in such close quarters, and three of us acting as if one of us does not exist. But perhaps when we get home, my brother will scold me for my impertinence.”
“Not at all,” Darcy said. “I hope that you will always feel comfortable treating another person with kindness. But the proprieties exist for a reason. Miss Jones might be uncomfortable, being asked to converse with those of a different station.”
“La, sir,” Sally said—even though she had not been introduced to him, he thought with a smile—”my mother would laugh to hear you say that. When I was at home, she was always scolding me for speaking out of turn to my betters.”
“Sally is a gem,” Elizabeth said. “I wish I could take her home to Longbourn.”
“The Gardiners are good to me, and truly, Mrs. Gardiner is the salt of the earth. But I do love looking after the Miss Bennets when they come to town.”
Giana perked up at that. “Are your other sisters also in London?”
“Sally is speaking in general terms,” Elizabeth said quickly. “It is not unusual for myself or one of my sisters to come to London after Christmas. It is rare, though, for more than one of us to come. My parents, it seems, cannot spare us.”
“But they will have to spare you soon enough,” he said. “It cannot be long before you are married—you and your eldest sister, at least.”
Elizabeth gazed at him in astonishment, and the full impact of his statement crashed into him. What had he been thinking, to express such a sentiment? His words had seemed to rush from his heart to his tongue without stopping to consult his brain in the matter.
Elizabeth’s reply was quick and incisive. “Why sir,” she said, “did you note someone holding a tendre for Jane or me while you were in Hertfordshire?”
He pressed his lips together, confounded by her words. Because of course he had. Bingley had been besotted with Jane. He still was. He was as ridiculous as a man in love had ever been.
And if Darcy were honest, he himself held a tendre for Elizabeth. Not that it mattered. He would get over her soon enough. By the time summer came, and he travelled back to Pemberley, she would be nothing more than a memory.
At the moment, though, she was gazing at him as if she expected an answer—her eyes all innocence, her mouth wearing a clever smile.
And dash it all, that expression made him want to throw her over his shoulder and carry her up to his bedroom at Darcy House. What demon had brought this woman to London to torment him?
By some happy stroke of chance, they pulled up in front of Darcy House. Thus he was spared the necessity of a reply. The footman put down the step, and Darcy helped the ladies out.
Despite the pouring rain, his hand lingered on Elizabeth’s a moment longer than it should have. Even through gloves, he felt the fire of her touch. It quickly spread from his fingers to his loins.
He gritted his teeth as the four of them rushed towards the shelter of the house. Standing under the portico, he sucked in a lungful of cold air to quell his desire. The rain showed no sign of letting up. He did not want his driver or his horses making the round trip journey to Cheapside in this weather. It would take an hour and a half, possibly two.
And he was not about to let Elizabeth pay for a hackney while his coach sat idle. No, she would ride in comfort and have a proper footman to accompany her.
The butler greeted them. As a footman stepped forward to help with the coats, Darcy instructed him instead to add some wood to the fire. Miss Bennet and Miss Jones needed to warm themselves. They were both shivering in their damp clothes.
Elizabeth divested herself of her bonnet, but did not surrender her pelisse. “Will you not take off your coat, madam?” he asked her. “Surely you will warm faster that way.”
She gave him a demure look—one which, he was certain, did not reflect her thoughts. She said, “I am afraid I might not be presentable without it, especially in the company of a gentleman.”
Darcy immediately understood her. His cheeks cooled as the blood drained from his face. He recollected the tendency of muslin to turn transparent when wet. The thought of the fabric clinging to her body…
He swallowed hard, then cleared his throat. “Yes, of course. I shall leave you in my sister’s capable hands.” With that, he bowed and made a quick departure. This new vision of her tucked itself into his imagination to further torture him.
Chapter 4
Upstairs, Lizzy watched as Miss Darcy rifled through her closet. The chamber, painted a pale green and trimmed in cream, was large enough to sleep Lizzy and all her sisters. The four-poster bed was canopied in silk and carved with an exuberant floral design.
“I have grown since last year,” Georgiana said, “and my brother has bought me a new wardrobe. But I do have some older dresses that might fit you. Ah, here we go.”
She laid some pretty muslin day dresses on the bed, whites and pastels with delicate designs. They had clearly come from the finest modistes, and showed no sign of wear. Georgiana must have outgrown them before she could wear them more than a few times.
“Miss Darcy, you are all kindness,” Lizzy declared. “But really, we shall be dry soon enough—”
“I shall not hear of it!” Georgiana said, looking at her with astonishment. “In fact, if these dresses fit Sally as well as I think they will, she may keep them. For you, Miss Bennet, they might be a bit tight in the bust—”
“Oh, I can let out the seams, Miss Darcy,” Sally said. “It won’t take but five minutes. And then I’d like to style Miss Bennet’s hair, if you do not mind. We want to remind your brother of how pretty she is at her best.”
Georgiana laughed at that. “By all means. But if the novels are correct, gentlemen find a lady to be just as enticing when she is wet with rain as when she is dry.”
Lizzy’s cheeks warmed. “Do not get carried away, Sally. Mr. Darcy and I are no more than passing acquaintances. I overheard him tell Bingley that I am tolerably pretty, but not handsome enough to tempt him.”
Georgiana gaped. She covered her mouth with a hand and gazed at Lizzy with wide eyes. Dropping her hand, she cried, “Surely he did not say so!”
“I promise you he did. He may have thought me out of earshot, but his words were plain.”
Georgiana eyed her in consternation. “But…that sounds nothing like Darcy. He has been all compliments when speaking of you since coming to London. And in his letters from Netherfield, he commended you as the sort of woman he would like me to befriend.” Her eyes glistened and her cheeks pinked.
Georgiana’s words perplexed Lizzy. Was it possible that Darcy had praised her to his sister? No, there must be some misunderstanding. But with Miss Darcy looking to be on the verge of tears, Lizzy put the thought aside.
“Do not distress yourself,” Lizzy said hastily. “My family and I laughed over his remark. It is a great joke that he noticed me at all. I could never aspire to a man like your brother.”
Georgiana’s head tilted to one side, a look of befuddlement in her features. “But…your father is a gentleman. My father was a gentleman. Why would you think my brother is above you?”
“Your uncle is an earl, and mine is in trade.”
Georgiana drew her brows, still wearing a look of sadness. “Does that matter so much?”
Elizabeth stepped forward and took the girl’s hand. “Indeed, you must have the kindest heart in the world if you can ask that question. But your brother and I… There is nothing between us, I assure you.”
“Oh, but there must be! He says you are the cleverest woman he ever met. And you play the pianoforte with such feeling, he would rather listen to you than anyone. I have been so eager to meet you. Now that I have, I think you and I could be great friends. I hope you will call on me in the future, and that you will not mind if I call on you.”
From the corner of her eye, Lizzy could see that Sally was about to burst. Could Lizzy have hoped for a better outcome when she had departed Cheapside that morning? She had not only discovered the direction of Darcy House. She was standing inside it, with Miss Darcy asking to be her friend.
And yet, could anything be worse? No matter how Lizzy despised Darcy, his sister was as sweet as she could be. Lizzy could not exploit this girl to forward the scheme of reuniting Jane and Bingley.
In truth, Lizzy like Georgiana. Had her brother been anyone else, Lizzy would have been eager for a friendship between them. What was she to do?
Fortunately, Sally came to the rescue, holding up a gown to Lizzy’s front. “This pink one quite suits your colouring. I should be happy to wear the green, if Miss Darcy does not object. It is almost exactly the colour of my eyes.”
“Then you must keep it,” Georgiana said.
“But ma’am, I could not be so bold—”
“I insist. All these gowns are to be given away, as I can no longer wear them.”
Sally curtseyed. “Then I thank you, ma’am. You are very kind.”
At last they got down to the business of changing out of their wet clothes. While Lizzy dried by the fire in her petticoat and stays, Sally altered the pink gown. She let out the seams and added some patches of fabric to accommodate Lizzy’s more gracious bosom. When she finished, the dress looked as if it had been made for Lizzy.
“You see!” Georgiana replied. “Darcy will find you irresistible now. Tolerable indeed.”
While Sally attended to the drying clothes, Lizzy went downstairs with Georgiana. Tea was served. Darcy joined them in the drawing room a short time later. He halted when his gaze met Lizzy’s. After staring a long moment, he bowed, then sat on the other side of the room.
Lizzy looked down at her skirts, smoothing them, though they were not in fact creased. Whatever Georgiana might have thought, Darcy despised Lizzy as much as she did him. His eyes glared with disapproval, as they did every time he looked at her.
Why did that thought make her so dreadfully unhappy? She wanted nothing to do with the man.
For a moment, Lizzy had been seduced by the Darcy of Georgiana’s imagination. The loving brother who was smitten by a pretty country girl. A man wealthy enough to erase the spectre of poverty haunting Lizzy’s family.
But Georgiana did not know the Darcy of Hertfordshire. The one who had denied Wickham his inheritance. The rogue who had separated Jane from the man she loved. Lizzy could not let herself forget about that Mr. Darcy. Even if she was enchanted by his sister and grateful to him for saving her from the pouring rain.
She forced herself to speak boldly. “I heard that Mr. Bingley is staying with you.”
“Yes,” Darcy said, but made no further comment. He turned towards the window.
“I believe he went to his club this morning,” Georgiana said. “Darcy was kind to take me shopping when he might have been with his friends.”
“I see enough of my friends,” he replied in an even tone.
Georgiana beamed at him. There had been no hint of warmth in his voice, and yet…she had perceived his words as a compliment to herself. And Lizzy supposed they had been. Darcy clearly loved his sister. Adored her, probably, despite his reserved manner.
The thought was unsettling. She had not wanted that insight into Mr. Darcy’s

