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      The grand ballroom, awash in the warm glimmer of a hundred flickering candles, was abuzz with laughter and lively conversation as Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy and Mr. Charles Bingley made their entrance. The pair could not help but command attention; Darcy, tall and darkly handsome, exuded an air of mystery that intrigued as much as it intimidated, while Bingley’s fair-haired charm and affable smile disarmed even the most determined wallflowers.

      “Quite a gathering this evening,” Bingley remarked, as he cast his bright blue eyes over the assembled guests.

      “Indeed,” Darcy replied, his voice low and measured. He surveyed the room with a critical eye, taking note of the various displays of decorum—or lack thereof—amongst the attendees. A young lady giggled too loudly here, an elderly gentleman dozed off there, and everywhere, the ceaseless buzz of gossip and speculation.

      As they made their way through the crowd, Darcy maintained an air of aloof detachment, his posture erect and his gaze cool. His mind, however, was anything but passive. He mentally categorized each interaction he observed, comparing them to his own standards of propriety and finding many wanting. The frivolity of the scene grated on him, yet he knew it was his duty as a gentleman to participate in such events. Despite this, his sense of unease grew.

      “Come, Darcy,” Bingley urged, clapping him on the shoulder. “Let us engage with our fellow partygoers. Perhaps you shall find someone worthy of your discerning taste.”

      Darcy simply inclined his head in response, allowing himself to be led further into the throng. Yet try as he might to focus on the surrounding conversations, Darcy found his thoughts continually returned to the question of what truly constituted worthiness in the company of others. Was it birth, wealth, or education that made a person deserving of respect and admiration? Or was it something more intangible, a spark of spirit or intellect that transcended the strictures of society?

      “Mr. Darcy, Mr. Bingley,” a familiar voice called out, which interrupted his musings. “How delightful to see you both!”

      “Miss Bingley,” Darcy acknowledged with a polite nod as they greeted Charles’ sister, Caroline.

      “Indeed, how fortunate we are to be in attendance on this fine evening,” Bingley added cheerfully, as he eagerly scanned the room for potential dance partners.

      The ballroom hummed with life, its many occupants swirled and laughed as they danced beneath the glittering chandeliers. At the room’s edge, Bingley could not help but be swept up in the infectious joy of the gathering. His eyes shone with eagerness as he conversed animatedly with a cluster of guests. As he laughed heartily at a jest, his fair hair catching the light, it was evident that his presence brought warmth and cheer to those around him.

      “Ah, Darcy,” Bingley called out, beckoning his friend over to join the conversation. “Come, meet some of our fellow partygoers. They have been regaling us with tales of their recent travels.”

      Darcy reluctantly approached, offering a stiff nod to the group as he took in their lively features. Though he could appreciate Bingley’s affable nature, he often found himself unable to emulate such an ease of interaction. Instead, he stood there silently, observing the spirited exchange with an air of detachment.

      “Indeed, thank you for your kind invitation,” Darcy said coolly, taking care not to betray any hint of his inner turmoil. “But I fear I must decline, as I am presently engaged in other matters.”

      “Very well, my friend,” Bingley replied warmly, not the least bit deterred by Darcy’s reserve. “Do let me know if you change your mind?”

      As the conversation continued without him, Darcy found his gaze wandering across the sea of faces once more. And then, as though fate itself had conspired to guide his eyes, he caught sight of a young woman with curled dark hair and bright eyes.

      Entering the ballroom with a graceful confidence, her delicate features radiated an understated beauty. Her dress, while elegant, did not adhere strictly to the latest fashions. She moved with an ease that set her apart from the other young ladies, and there was something undeniably captivating about her presence.

      “Who is that young lady?” Darcy inquired, his voice betraying a hint of genuine curiosity.

      “Ah, that would be Miss Elizabeth Bennet,” Bingley replied, his own gaze following Darcy’s. “Her father came to introduce himself upon our recent arrival. It seems news travels fast in the country. She is quite agreeable, is she not?”

      “Indeed,” Darcy murmured, unable to tear his eyes away from her. How could it be that such a woman had remained hidden from his notice until now? As he watched her converse with others, he found himself consumed by an inexplicable desire to know her better and have those fine eyes turn upon him.

      As though sensing his scrutiny, Elizabeth glanced up and met his gaze. A small smile played on her lips. For a moment, time seemed to stand still as they shared this unspoken connection, and Darcy felt the weight of societal expectations momentarily lift from his shoulders.

      “What say you, Darcy?” Bingley asked, intruding upon his thoughts. “Shall we make our introductions?”

      “Perhaps...” Darcy hesitated, the full force of his internal conflict crashing down upon him once more. But as he looked back at Elizabeth Bennet, the young lady who defied convention and captured his attention so effortlessly, he knew that he could not simply let this opportunity slip through his fingers.

      “Very well,” he acquiesced, offering a small nod to Bingley. “Lead the way.”

      The ballroom was alive with the hum of voices and the rustle of silk as guests mingled about, their laughter a gentle symphony punctuated by the clinking of glasses. Darcy stood among them, his posture upright and his expression composed, but his thoughts were far from the pleasantries that surrounded him.

      “Ah, Mr. James!” Bingley exclaimed as he extended his hand to a gentleman nearby. “Delightful to see you again. May I introduce my friend, Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy?”

      “An honor to make your acquaintance, Mr. Darcy,” Mr. James said warmly, as he shook Darcy’s hand.

      “Likewise,” Darcy replied with a slight bow, maintaining his formal demeanor.

      As they conversed on matters of estate and family, Darcy’s gaze never strayed far from Elizabeth, who had joined a group of ladies near the refreshment table. He observed her as she engaged in animated conversation. Her eyes sparkled and captivated him anew each time he looked upon her.

      “Never have I seen you so captivated by someone you have not yet exchanged two words with. Heavens, man, has Miss Bennet cast such a spell upon you already?” Bingley remarked with an incredulous smile, having caught Darcy’s wandering gaze.

      “Nonsense, Charles,” Darcy retorted, but he was unable to suppress a small smile. 

      “Will you ask her to dance, Darcy?” Bingley asked. “I fear I shall fall over in shock if you do.”

      Darcy fixed his friend with a good natured glare. “I find myself increasingly inclined to do so. You had best find something to lean against.”

      Bingley let out a raucous laugh and clapped Darcy on the shoulder hard enough to make him stagger. “I fear you must hold your enthusiasm back for just a moment–there’s Sir William Lucas!” 

      He nudged Darcy’s arm and pointed to a portly gentleman, who approached them with quick strides. “He has some fascinating tales about his travels in India. We shall not make much headway in Hertfordshire if we do not pay our respects.”

      “Indeed,” Darcy agreed, only half-listening, as the sight of Elizabeth dancing gracefully among the throng of guests tugged at his thoughts. Her laughter reached his ears–a lilting melody that stood out against the backdrop of polite conversation.

      “Come along, man,” Bingley prodded. “There will be time yet to ask the lady to dance!”

      “As you say,” Darcy grumbled, his gaze still fixed upon Elizabeth.

      As Sir William raised his hand in greeting, Darcy’s discomfort grew more pronounced. He was not used to having to curb emotions such as the ones that now plagued him, and his uncertainty was only outweighed by his interest in the young lady who had caught his eye. 

      “Sir William,” Bingley greeted the older man warmly. “May I introduce my friend, Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy?”

      “Ah, Mr. Darcy,” Sir William boomed. “I have heard much of your esteemed family. It is an honor to make your acquaintance.”

      “Likewise, Sir William,” Darcy replied, forcing a polite smile and a nod of his head. His mind continued to race with thoughts of Elizabeth, and he struggled to maintain his composure during the ensuing conversation.

      As they exchanged pleasantries and anecdotes, Darcy’s attention remained divided. He was all too conscious of Elizabeth’s presence in the room, as if an invisible thread connected them, tugging at his heart with each passing moment. 

      He could not help but feel that if he did not meet her soon, the chance to do so could be lost forever. This strange feeling filled him with an anxious exhilaration he had never felt before.

      “Mr. Darcy,” Sir William said, snapping him out of his trance, “I trust you have enjoyed your time in Hertfordshire thus far?”

      “Indeed, it has been most enlightening,” Darcy answered, his tone neutral, unwilling to betray the storm of emotions brewing within him.

      “Capital!” Sir William exclaimed. “I do hope you will consider joining our little community more often.”

      “Perhaps,” Darcy mused, allowing himself a fleeting glance in Elizabeth’s direction, as she continued to captivate him from across the crowded ballroom. “I must confess, there is a certain… charm to be found here.”

      “Ah! I am pleased to hear it,” Sir William replied, clapping his hands together with delight. “Mayhap you shall find even more reasons to stay longer in our fair county.”

      “Perhaps,” Darcy echoed, his voice barely audible above the din of laughter and music, as he allowed himself the smallest of smiles. 

      Yes, perhaps indeed.
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      Carried away by the music, Elizabeth Bennet and her sister Jane were, as usual, two of the most sought-after partners at the assembly. Though she enjoyed the dancing immensely, Elizabeth found to keep her concentration on the steps of the dance as she noticed the gaze of a gentleman she did not know. 

      As the music ended and the dance came to an end, Elizabeth clung to her elder sister Jane’s arm. “There is a gentleman staring at me,” she said breathlessly. “Do you know who he is?”

      “I do not,” Jane replied. “But his friend is quite handsome, is he not?”

      Elizabeth frowned. “I suppose so, but he is better suited to you than to me–” Her eyes locked with the dark-haired gentleman and a smile pulled at her lips. “I wonder what he is staring at.”

      “Perhaps he thinks you are someone else,” Jane said. “I am parched–shall we have some refreshment?”

      “Yes,” Elizabeth agreed. “You stay here–I shall fetch it.”

      She turned away from her sister and made her way through the throng of guests toward the refreshment tables. The assembly was well attended, and she had to push to get through the crowd at the edge of the dance floor. Her view was hampered by the height of the gentlemen blocking her path, and she only hoped that she was headed in the right direction.

      With a furious exhalation, she squeezed between a portly gentleman and his silk-swathed wife, and let out a small cry of victory as she burst through the line of onlookers. But she had not taken two steps when she collided with a solid form and looked up in surprise to see the very gentleman who had been staring at her while she danced.

      “Pray forgive me, sir,” Elizabeth exclaimed, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment and mirth. “I fear I may have been too engrossed in the excitement of the evening to watch where I was going!”

      “Apologies are hardly necessary,” replied the gentleman, his dark eyes meeting hers with an intensity that made her heart skip a beat. “I must admit, I too was momentarily distracted.”

      “Indeed? Are you often prone to such flights of fancy, sir?” Elizabeth’s voice was rich with playful sarcasm, and a hint of a smile tugged at the corners of her lips.

      “No, indeed,” he said wryly. “I do not often find myself in such a situation.” 

      There was a pause between them and Elizabeth felt again the intensity of his gaze. She was about to excuse herself when the gentleman bowed low. 

      “Please, forgive me, we have not been introduced—” 

      “We have not,” she said. “But we might pretend that we have and have simply forgotten–”

      “I would not forget you,” the gentleman said. 

      Elizabeth laughed. “Then I shall remind you in any case. How forgetful of you, sir. My name is Elizabeth Bennet. You may see my sister Jane waiting for me to return with refreshment–”

      “Ah, yes,” the gentleman said haltingly. “Miss Bennet. How good of you to take pity on my memory.”

      She inclined her head. “But now it is your turn to take pity on mine!”

      “Darcy,” he blurted out. “Fitzwilliam Darcy, of Derbyshire.”

      “Wonderful,” she laughed. 

      “How terrible of us to forget such important introductions,” Darcy said.

      “True enough,” conceded Elizabeth, her laughter bubbling up like champagne. “But you may be forgiven just this once. It seems that even the most stoic of gentlemen may find themselves baffled by the delights of a well-orchestrated assembly.”

      “Indeed, Miss Bennet,” Darcy agreed, his gaze never leaving hers. “And perhaps there are other delights to be found in such an evening.”

      As their banter continued, Elizabeth forgot her mission to fetch refreshment for herself and Jane as the world around them seemed to fade into insignificance. The music played on, and the dancers continued their dizzying waltz, but Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy stood still, lost in their conversation.

      “Ah, Miss Bennet, forgive me, but I must leave you for just a moment– I can see my friend Mr. Bingley looking very forlorn— I fear I have abandoned him.”

      “Of course,” Elizabeth said, “I have abandoned my sister for far too long…” 

      As they parted ways, Elizabeth’s eyes followed Mr. Darcy as he crossed the ballroom to converse with Mr. Bingley. She could not help but admire the striking figure he cut in his impeccably tailored attire, and how the flickering light cast intriguing shadows upon the contours of his handsome face. 

      As Darcy engaged in discussion with his animated friend, his movements seemed more relaxed than they had been while he had spoken with her. While deep in conversation, however, his gaze occasionally strayed to where Elizabeth stood, stealing furtive glances at her when he thought himself unobserved. 

      “Enjoying the view, Lizzy?” teased Jane, appearing at her side. “I thought you had forgotten me, but it seems that you were pleasantly occupied!”

      A blush colored Elizabeth’s cheeks. “I am merely observing the peculiar habits of our fellow attendees,” she replied with a smile. 

      “Indeed?” Jane raised a curious eyebrow. “And will I have the pleasure of being introduced to this peculiar guest?” 

      “He is not peculiar,” Elizabeth protested. “I found him to be most agreeable during our conversation. A Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy–from Derbyshire.”

      “How very interesting,” Jane said. “And did you discover the name of his handsome friend?”

      The chime of music signaled the start of the next dance, drawing their focus back to the lively floor. The musicians’ spirited melody filled the air, and Elizabeth smiled as she noticed the two gentlemen approaching them.

      “I did not,” she replied, “but it seems as though you are about to be introduced!”

      Darcy and his friend approached and bowed as they came to a stop in front of Jane and Elizabeth.

      “Miss Bennet,” Darcy began, “I would very much like to introduce my friend–Mr. Charles Bingley.”

      “A delight,” Elizabeth said. “You are most welcome to Hertfordshire. This is my sister, Jane.”

      Mr. Bingley’s smile was broad as he met Jane’s gaze and he bowed deeply. “Miss Bennet! What an absolute pleasure– Might you be tempted to the dance floor?”

      He extended his elbow toward Jane, who laid her hand upon it with eagerness. 

      “Indeed,” she replied brightly.

      As Mr. Bingley and Jane made their way to the dance floor, Mr. Darcy turned his attention to Elizabeth once more. 

      “Miss Bennet, might you be able to refresh my memory once more— Have we partnered on the dance floor already this evening?”

      Elizabeth’s smile was quick. “Indeed, I cannot recall… Perhaps my memory may be revived upon the dance floor. I feel as though I would remember very clearly if you were a terrible dancer. I know already that you become distracted quite easily–”

      “I can assure you that you have my full attention,” Darcy replied with a rare smile. “Might I have the pleasure of this dance?” he asked as he bowed again.

      “Of course, Mr. Darcy,” she replied, taking his hand.

      The movements of the dance were familiar and allowed Elizabeth to engage in conversation with the gentleman that was as unexpected as it was enlightening. He shared his opinions on modern poetry and novels that Elizabeth herself had enjoyed–how could they be so similar? She had rarely enjoyed a dance partner as much, and when the dance came to an end, she wished that it could go on forever…

      But as

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/efr.jpg
JOLIE CRANE

RQS\NGS

L \.\_ L]
/, ‘,;?’

A PRIDE %PREJUDICE VARIATION






