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Her Father's Choice

Choices Book 1








Unwittingly trapped in a compromise of her father's arranging, Elizabeth has no choice but to accept the proposal of a man she is not entirely sure she likes.
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Prologue

October 1811


Not handsome enough but with fine eyes? Mr. Bennet chuckled to himself as he tucked himself away in the corner of the drawing room at Lucas Lodge. From here he could keep an eye on his daughters and listen to various conversations as people moved from place to place. Most of them would, at one point or another, pass through the door near him to the room beyond where there was a table laid out with various forms of refreshment. 
He chuckled again as he repeated Mr. Darcy’s comment to Miss Bingley to himself. Fine eyes, indeed! His Lizzy possessed the most expressive eyes of any lady Mr. Bennet had ever met. One look let you know quite clearly what she was thinking.
“Fine eyes,” he muttered. It was as he had suspected when he had first met Mr. Darcy ─ Elizabeth would make him a fine wife. It had not taken long for that reserved and well-educated gentleman to fall under the spell of a lady whose mind was just as astute as his own. Not handsome enough? The man must have been in some foul mood to have spoken so harshly and, he added with some force to himself, wrongly. Elizabeth was not Jane, but she was by no means lacking in beauty.
But that was the fly in the ointment. Elizabeth had heard the slight Mr. Darcy had made at the assembly and taken such a strong disliking to the man. Mr. Bennet sighed and shook his head. He knew that bringing the two together would be quite the undertaking ─ excessively difficult but utterly necessary if he wished to see Elizabeth well-matched and happy. Mr. Darcy was, in every way that Mr. Bennet could determine, the gentleman who was his daughter’s equal.
“I tried to arrange a dance between them,” said Sir William as he handed his long-time friend a glass of lemonade. “But, she is quite set against him, it seems.”
“I saw,” Mr. Bennet replied. “And then I heard him mention her fine eyes.”
“Indeed?”
Bennet nodded. “Miss Bingley is quite put out by the comment. I do not envy his position of having an unhappy woman yapping at his elbow.” He raised his eyebrows and smirked as he took a sip of his drink.
Sir William lifted his glass in salute. “Hear, hear. I have had it happen a time or two in the past eight and twenty years myself. There is nothing quite like the continual complaining of a disgruntled woman robed in supposed humour to try one’s nerves.”
“He is a patient one. I am sure I could not abide Miss Bingley’s comments so graciously as he.” Mr. Bennet shifted in his chair. “It is a good sign, for if he can tolerate Miss Bingley in a fit of pique, he should be able to handle my Lizzy.”
“Aye, he should, but Lizzy’s tongue and mind are a bit sharper. And her opinions are not so easily swayed.” There was a hint of caution in Sir William’s voice.
Mr. Bennet knew that his friend agreed with him about Mr. Darcy and Elizabeth making a fine match. That had not, however, stopped Sir William from voicing his concern, repeatedly, that Elizabeth could not be swayed from her current dislike of the gentleman.
“She will come around, although,” Mr. Bennet drew out the word and lowered his voice, “that may not happen until after they are married.”
Sir William laughed. “Exactly how do you propose we get her to marry him when she does not like him? Surely, you would not suggest a compromise?”
Mr. Bennet tapped his finger against the side of his glass. “I would do almost anything to assure the happiness of my Lizzy, even if it meant bearing her anger and forcing her hand.”
He watched Elizabeth, who was talking intently to her dear friend, Charlotte Lucas. He smiled as she sneaked a third glance at Mr. Darcy. If Mr. Bennet was not mistaken, and he rarely was when it came to understanding Elizabeth, she was fascinated by the man from Derbyshire. It was a fascination that he was certain was foreign to her.
“I pray it does not come to it, but if a compromise is necessary, can I count on your assistance?”
Sir William studied his friend and then Elizabeth for a moment. “You are convinced she will be happy?”
“Completely.”
Sir William sighed. It was a sound of resignation and the same one he always made when he was about to bow to Mr. Bennet’s wishes.
“Then, my friend,” he said, “I will happily assist you with whatever you need.”
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Chapter 1

November 26, 1811


The music swirled about Elizabeth as she completed the final few steps of the dance. As the last notes of the song faded into the expanse of Netherfield’s ballroom, she dipped a curtsey and moved silently away from her dancing partner. The swirling feeling, however, did not die with the music. 
From the corner of her eye, she could see Miss Bingley moving toward her. Speaking to anyone, let alone Miss Bingley, was not something she wished to do at present, so seeing an opportunity to slip away from the crowds, she took it. She smiled at her father as she slid behind him and out of the room into the hallway.
Assuring herself that no one had seen her escape, she hurried to the library. A need for solitude and a place to gather her thoughts and sort through the strange feelings that had her nerves all aflutter consumed her. Quietly, she clicked the door shut behind her and retrieved a book of poetry from the shelf. It was one of the books she had enjoyed reading when she had stayed here to tend to her sister.

      [image: image-placeholder]Darcy watched Miss Elizabeth slip off her shoes and tuck her small feet under her skirts as she curled into her chair and flipped the pages of her book. His own book lay open on his lap, but not one word had entered his mind for it was filled with the lady who now presented such a charming picture before him.
This, he thought to himself, this is how an evening at home should be spent. The thought both shocked and pleased him. He shook his head and smiled, for he could not help it even in his unsettled state of mind. Thoughts of Miss Elizabeth often led him to smile. He allowed himself several moments to consider her and play again in his mind many of their interactions before he turned his mind to his book.
As fair as thou, my bonnie lass,
So deep in luve am I;
And I will love thee still, my dear,
Till a’ the seas gang dry.
Darcy closed the book. So deep in love am I. The words of Mr. Burns’ poem repeated themselves in his mind. He tipped his head to the right as he once again studied his reading companion and the truth of those words from the poem repeated themselves once again in his mind. So deep in love am I. That must be what ailed him. His disquiet, his agitation of spirit, his joy in having her near, and his torment when hearing her speak of another were not symptoms that his heart might be in danger of being engaged, as he had thought, but rather they were signs that it was already engaged and, he feared, to an unalterable extent.
Softly, he lay his book on the table next to his chair and rose to leave. He would return later to retrieve the book so that he might ponder the words and what he was to do about his heart.

      [image: image-placeholder]Elizabeth glanced up at Darcy as he walked to the door and flipped yet another unread page. The book had not been able to capture her mind or quiet her spirit. The room still spun slowly, her heart still fluttered, and her eyes were drawn of their own accord to the man sitting across the room from her. Perhaps once he took his leave of the room, she would be able to find the peace she sought.
She turned her mind back to her book; but it was of no use, the desire to read seemed to be leaving with Mr. Darcy. So, she stood, smoothed her skirts, and slipped her feet into her slippers.
The door opened as Darcy reached it, and Elizabeth’s aunt, Mrs. Philips, entered. She looked from Mr. Darcy to Elizabeth, who was still smoothing her skirts, and then peered around the room as if searching for someone or something. Her eyes grew wide, and her hand flew to her chest.
“Oh,” she said. “Oh, my. Oh, Lizzy. And…and Mr. Darcy.” She spun on her heels and very nearly ran from the room. “Mr. Bennet,” she called. “Mr. Bennet, you are needed.”
The horror of what her aunt must think washed over Elizabeth. “I must stop her,” she said as she moved toward the door, but Darcy stopped her. She looked first at the hand which lay on her arm and then to the face of the owner of that hand.
“The damage has already been done,” he said softly. “If you follow after her, she will only make a greater spectacle when she either scolds or questions you. It is best to await your father here.” He led her back to her chair. Reluctantly, it seemed, he let go of her arm as she took a seat. “Are you well?” he asked.
“I hardly know,” she replied. Thoughts of the things her aunt might be saying filled her mind. She sought a solution, an explanation that might explain her current circumstances in such a way as to repair her reputation. She knew that once her aunt spun the tale to one and all about the few seconds of what she had seen in the library, her reputation would be well and truly tarnished. Aunt Philips was the worst gossip.
She watched Mr. Darcy pace around the room and replied to his inquiries after her health each time he asked if she was well. He sat for a moment but stood again and resumed his pacing, which only stopped when her father entered. Then she noted how very rigid his stance became. She could only imagine he was just as unhappy about their current situation as she was.
“Papa,” she said rising and going to him, “it is not how my aunt presented it.”
Her father pulled her into his embrace.
“I have no doubt of that, but it is not about what has happened. It is about what others think has happened.” He spoke gently to her as if attempting to keep the horrible reality of the situation in which she found herself from causing her too much pain. “I do not doubt your honour, but you know how the gossips work.”

      [image: image-placeholder]He released her from his arms and grasping her chin, forced her to look at him. The anguish in her eyes was nearly his undoing. “Have a seat while we discuss what can be done to save your reputation,” he faltered for a moment before adding what he knew would play most heavily upon her heart, “and the reputation of our family.” He clenched his jaw as he saw her eyes grow wide and fill with tears. This needed to be done. She would be happy eventually.
“There is only one option, sir.” Mr. Darcy pulled Mr. Bennet’s attention away from Elizabeth.
“I must marry your daughter. My reputation may be tainted slightly by a situation such as this, but the damage that would be done to Miss Elizabeth….”
He let his thought fade away and stood there, silently, waiting as Mr. Bennet gave him a sweeping glance from head to foot and back again. It was good to see he had not overestimated Mr. Darcy’s honour. That would make things somewhat easier.
“I believe you have the right of it, Mr. Darcy. There seem to be few other options. I know my wife’s sister is not one to keep a story such as this to herself. I fear the entirety of Mr. Bingley’s guests has already come to know about this supposed compromise.” He emphasized the word supposed to let both Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy know that he did not believe a compromise had actually taken place.
“No, Papa, please,” she begged him. He could see the panic that gripped Elizabeth for it was etched in her expression, and it tore at his heart.
“Elizabeth, there is no other option. You will marry Mr. Darcy.” His voice was gentle but firm, and he used her full name instead of Lizzy so that she would know there was no hope of his changing his mind.
“No,” she said softly as she buried her face in her hands and allowed the tears she had been fighting to fall.
He put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close and placed a kiss on her hair. “My dear daughter, it is for the best. Aunt Philips is not known for her discretion, and the story of your being alone in the library with Mr. Darcy will be circulated, and embellishments will be added. Your betrothal is all that will save your reputation. We must also think of your sisters.”
Her shoulders shook as she sobbed quietly, but she nodded her head as if she understood the reality of the situation.
Mr. Bennet swallowed the lump in his throat and strengthened his resolve as he reminded himself that this was for the best, even if his heart broke at seeing her so unhappy.
“It will be a good thing, Lizzy. I know you do not see it now, but I truly believe there is no one better suited to you than Mr. Darcy.” He placed a second kiss on the top of her head. “Dry your eyes.” He gave her hand a squeeze as he stood to address Mr. Darcy. “I do not question your honour. I am convinced this is nothing more than an unfortunate chain of events, but the gossip will not present it as such.” His conscience pricked him as he said it. Truly, it was not Darcy’s honour he questioned as much as his own.
“How shall we proceed?” Darcy’s voice was tight.
“It might be best if we give everyone time to adjust to the sudden circumstances,” suggested Sir William, who had only moments ago, joined them in the library. “A meeting could be arranged for tomorrow.”
“That is an excellent idea, I should think,” Mr. Bennet agreed. A few hours to accept the reality of what was their future would make any further discussions less fraught with emotions – or so he hoped. “Do you agree, Mr. Darcy?”
Darcy nodded his acceptance before asking, “May I have a few moments with Miss Elizabeth before she leaves?”
Mr. Bennet gave him a sympathetic smile, “I think that is acceptable to allow.”
The request, coupled with the look of concern on Darcy’s face, eased his mind a bit. His daughter would be loved. Indeed, it appeared she already was. If only she could see past her first impression of the gentleman.
Mr. Bennet had attempted to paint Darcy in a favourable light, but no matter how hard he had tried, Elizabeth had clung to her opinion that Darcy was proud and disdained everything about her, her family, and the neighbourhood. She was wrong, of course. He had done some shooting with Darcy and Bingley and had found both gentlemen to be pleasant; although, Darcy was more reserved and thoughtful.
He pulled the door closed as he and Sir William entered the hall.
“We have done what is best, have we not?” Mr. Bennet looked to his friend for reassurance.
Sir William shrugged. “Whether it is best or not, it is done. We must trust that they will eventually be happy together.” He leaned against the door frame across from Mr. Bennet. “Consider the facts. Collins was set to make an offer which would have led to a great upheaval in your household when Elizabeth refused him ─ for you know she would.”
Mr. Bennet nodded his agreement. Elizabeth had made her dislike for the gentleman perfectly clear to everyone save to her mother and Mr. Collins.
Sir William continued, “Then, there were Miss Bingley’s comments about quitting the neighbourhood. That will not happen so quickly now, which will give Jane a greater chance of being happily matched. After all, news of one wedding often leads to news of others. And,” he held up his finger to highlight the point, “it would be desirable to Bingley to be closely related to Darcy. His standing would increase and the felicity between their wives would serve both men well.” He shifted and crossed one leg over the other. “There is also the fact that Mr. Wickham has been showing particular attention to Elizabeth, and from rumors I have heard, he is not the sort of man a father wishes to have pay court to his daughter.” He sighed. “There are no guarantees, but I do believe your choice will prove to be best…in time.”
Mr. Bennet leaned his head back and closed his eyes. He prayed that he had made the right choice and that, one day, his daughter and his new son would forgive him for his interference.
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Chapter 2


Within the library, Darcy cautiously took a seat next to Miss Elizabeth. He longed to pull her to his chest and assure her all would be well, but he could not. Instead, he placed his handkerchief in her lap, giving her the only token of his care that he was allowed. 
She took the piece of cloth and dried her eyes as she mumbled her thanks. Then with a slight shake of her head to gain control of her emotions, she spoke. “I am so very sorry. I should not have come in here. But the people and the noise and the…” Her control failed, and she slipped back into tears.
“It was overwhelming.” Darcy grasped his knee so that he would not take her hand. Those were the very reasons he had sought refuge in the library. Those and the wish to contemplate the desire to relieve Wickham of his life which had overtaken him during his and Miss Elizabeth’s dance. It was a desire he had felt once before but never with such intensity as when he considered Elizabeth being taken in by the wastrel.
She nodded. “And now you are tied to me because I allowed my desire for solace to overwhelm my good sense.” She buried her face in his handkerchief. “I am so very sorry, but my family…my sisters…” The words were muffled somewhat by the cloth she held to her face.
“No, I should have made my presence known or left as soon as you entered, but I chose to stay.” Colour crept up his neck. He prayed she would not ask him why he had made that choice.
She shook her head. “I knew you were there. I chose to ignore propriety. Oh, what you must think of me!” Though she had uncovered her face, her eyes were still firmly focused on the handkerchief which she wound in her hands.
“And what you must think of me.” He gave her a gentle smile as she peeked up at him. “We both chose to ignore propriety.”
She nodded.
“But, what concerns me more is that you find the prospect of marriage to me to be so horrible as to bring you to tears. Surely, I cannot be that bad.” There was a hint of uncertainty in his voice which made the statement sound more like a question than a statement.
Elizabeth looked at her hands again. How did one tell the man you were to marry that although he stirred deep and strong emotion in you, you were not sure if you even liked him? “It is the shock of the situation, I am sure,” she mumbled.
“Of course,” he agreed, although she suspected he did not. They passed a very long and strained moment in silence. “You have not yet deciphered my character. You do not trust me.” There was that uncertainty in his voice again though it sounded more pained than questioning this time.
“I can neither trust nor distrust you, sir,” she said. For some reason, she felt a need to ease his discomfort.
“We do not need to marry immediately. How long would you like for our betrothal to be?”
She shrugged, but her mind whirled. Her mother would be unbearable and the whispering in Meryton would follow her wherever she went. While the thought of marrying a man she barely knew frightened her more than she was willing to admit even to herself, she knew that remaining in Meryton and at Longbourn would be just as unbearable.
“There are at least three readings. I see no reason to delay it beyond that. I know you are anxious to quit the neighbourhood.”
“I admit that I would prefer to be in more familiar and comfortable surroundings, but I am more concerned that you be at ease.”
She peeked at him once again, her brows furrowed as they had during their dance when she questioned him. He smiled. “I can see you are once again trying to read my character. I promise to answer any questions you may have, but there will be no reading of the banns. We will marry by special license.”
Her eyes widened. “Why?”
“My aunt.” He gave her a wry smile. “Mr. Collins’ patroness,” he rolled his eyes, and she caught a laugh just before it burst forth, “Lady Catherine de Bourgh is, as I am sure your cousin has made you aware, my aunt.”
“And this demands a special license?” The handkerchief lay knotted but still on her lap.
“She expects me to marry her daughter. I have never had any intention of marrying my cousin, and I am not, as I am sure has been said, betrothed to her. There is no arrangement, but that does not mean my aunt will not be greatly displeased. I do not wish to give her the opportunity to cause an issue by making a statement in reply to the banns.”
“You are not betrothed?”
He shook his head. “No. It is a great desire of my aunt’s, but it is not mine.” He sighed. “I do not like family discord. It is why I have not been more forceful in making my position known. Indeed, it is why I do not complain more frequently to Bingley regarding his sisters. I consider him as a brother. He is not family by blood, but he is family by extension.”
There was a soft knock at the door.
“Our time is up, Miss Elizabeth. May I call on you when I come to Longbourn to meet with your father? Perhaps, if Bingley accompanies me, he and I could join you and your sister on a walk, and you may begin to question me.” His mouth tipped up only on one side, giving him a rather playful look that startled Elizabeth in a most pleasant way.
“I would like that,” she said, and she was surprised to realize just how much she actually meant it.
Mr. Bennet opened the door just as Elizabeth smiled at Mr. Darcy when he stood to leave.
“You are well?” Her father asked hopefully as he looked from her to Mr. Darcy.
“I am resigned,” she said. “I know that I cannot put my wishes before my duty to my sisters. Perhaps it is as you said and will be for the best.” She hugged his arm as they walked toward the door of the library. “He was exceedingly kind just now. Not at all proud.”
Darcy paused in the hall as her words reached him. He hastened his steps and sought Bingley, who was just wishing Miss Bennet a good night. “I must speak with you,” he said softly as he stood near his friend.
“Oh, Mr. Darcy!” Mrs. Bennet’s shrill voice caused him to grimace slightly. “You are a sly one. Pretending to not like Lizzy and then proposing. It is quite surprising, I assure you. We were positively certain you disapproved of her, and I would not blame you if you did. She can be quite the outspoken sort, and her beauty is nothing compared to Jane.”
Jane flinched at the comment and extended her hand to Mr. Darcy as if wishing him a good night. “I must apologize for my mother. I believe she has had a bit too much punch.” She smiled that serene smile of hers, and Darcy wondered for the first time how much she might conceal behind her façade.
Gently, she guided her mother and younger sisters out the door with a quick look over her shoulder toward where Elizabeth walked with her father.
Darcy shook his head. Miss Bennet was removing her mother before a greater scene ensued. He had obviously misjudged her depths, and if he had been wrong in this, perhaps he was wrong in not perceiving her affection for Bingley.
“I will wait for you in the library.”
Bingley shot him an amused look. “Have you not spent enough time in there yet tonight?”
Darcy scowled. He was in no mood for Bingley’s teasing at present. The words he had just heard from Elizabeth were still stinging far too much for him to be pleasant.
“I will be there directly,” Bingley said with a nod before turning to Mr. Bennet.

      [image: image-placeholder]Darcy paced the library as he waited for Bingley. He mulled Elizabeth’s words over in his mind. Not at all proud and exceedingly kind. She had seemed surprised to find him so.
“Am I proud?” he blurted as Bingley entered the room.
“Not improperly so.” Bingley removed his jacket and unbuttoned his waistcoat before lowering himself into a chair with a sigh. “Of course, people have to get to know you before they realize it.”
“What do you mean?” Darcy stopped in front of Bingley’s chair and looked down at him.
“Your serious expression and reserve can be misunderstood as being aloof and disdainful.”
Darcy pondered that for a moment. He could see how that could be. Not that being able to agree with a negative description of oneself made the description any more enjoyable to hear.
“Did you think I did not approve of Miss Elizabeth?”
Bingley laughed. “You did tell me she was not handsome enough to tempt you, a fact that, Miss Bennet assures me, her sister knows.”
“I may have been wrong about her.”
Bingley laughed again. “Well, I should hope so. One does not wish to find himself married to a lady who is merely tolerable and not tempting.”
“No,” said Darcy, shaking his head. “Miss Bennet. She quite possibly likes you.” He sat in a chair and leaned his head back looking up at the ceiling. “I was wrong about Miss Elizabeth as well. She is quite handsome.” He scrubbed his face. “However, she finds me proud and was surprised that I could be kind.”
“That does not bode well for a marriage,” said Bingley, studying his friend. It was rare to see Darcy so distraught. “So, there was no secret assignation as implied?”
Darcy groaned. “No. I read a book, and Miss Elizabeth read a book. I sat here, and she was across the room. There was nothing worthy of scandal that happened in here tonight.”
“But her aunt saw you together.”
“I was just leaving the room when Mrs. Philips came in in search of Miss Elizabeth. She pushed past me into the room and saw Miss Elizabeth putting on her slippers and smoothing her skirt…as any lady would do after sitting for an extended period of time.” He sighed. “Before I could stop her, she was off calling for Mr. Bennet, as I am sure you and all your guests heard.” He rested an arm across his eyes. “A brief discussion followed between myself and Mr. Bennet and then between Mr. Bennet and Miss Elizabeth.” He drew a deep breath. “She wept at the thought of marrying me, Bingley. She wept.”
Bingley could feel the pain in his friend’s voice. “Do you love her?”
“I did not realize it until this evening, but yes, I believe I do love her.”
“Then show her the man who is my friend. If you displayed him more often, I would not be able to claim so many angels, for they would be tripping over their slippers to be with you.”
Darcy laughed lightly. Bingley always knew how best to distill a complex situation down to something dashed simple. “Are you saying you find me irresistible, Bingley?”
Bingley laughed loudly. “No! No! I am merely suggesting you could be irresistible to women if you would show your true self to them.” He continued laughing. “Of course, you really only need one lady to find you irresistible.”
“Yes, one lady who must marry me, but presently, I fear, does not even like me very much.”
Bingley rose. “You need sleep; though, I doubt you will get much.”
Darcy stood with him. “I believe you are right.” He followed Bingley to the door. “I am to meet tomorrow afternoon with Mr. Bennet to discuss particulars of the marriage agreement. I have asked Miss Elizabeth to take a walk with me, and she has consented. I told her I would bring you with me so that you could keep Miss Bennet company.”
Bingley turned to look at Darcy. “You agree Miss Bennet likes me?”
“I believe you could be right, but my opinion on matters feminine seems to be sadly lacking, so I would put more confidence in your own feelings than in mine.”
“But you believe it is possible?”
“Yes, Bingley, I do.”
“So,” Bingley said as they entered the hall, “I was right, and you, the great counselor and guide, were wrong?”
“Bingley,” Darcy growled, “have a care. I have had a rather trying night.”
“Not as trying as mine is about to be,” Bingley said as he saw his sister Caroline approaching.
“Good night. You will understand if I leave you now,” Darcy said as he nodded to Caroline and took the stairs to his room two at a time before either Bingley could say anything to him.
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Chapter 3


Elizabeth blew out a breath in an attempt to calm her nerves as she fastened her pelisse. There was no reason for her to be nervous about talking to Mr. Darcy. She had spoken to him on many occasions and never once had felt even the slightest amount of trepidation, but today, she was struggling to keep her nerves from running away with her sense. Last night, she had resolved, after a lengthy sisterly chat and many tears, that she would accept her fate with as much alacrity as she could contrive. However, making a decision was proving easier than holding to that decision. 
“Lizzy?” Jane peeked around Elizabeth’s bedroom door. “Papa and Mr. Darcy have finished their meeting, and Mr. Bingley has arrived.”
Elizabeth took one more look in the glass and poked a wayward curl into her bonnet. “I am ready.”
“All will be well,” Jane whispered as she took Elizabeth’s arm and they descended the stairs.
“I pray you are right,” Elizabeth whispered back.
Jane gave her a sisterly glare. It was the nearly stern expression Jane often used when she was scolding Lizzy about something that was causing Elizabeth unease. “I know it will be well, for we shall make it so.”
Elizabeth laughed at the comment. “I still do not know how you intend to do so.” Jane had assured her over and over last night that all would be well. Mr. Darcy would love her, and she would love Mr. Darcy. Theirs was to be a marriage that would rival the greatest romance in all history.
Jane pulled Elizabeth to a stop. “How can he not but love you as I do? And if he is Mr. Bingley’s dearest friend, how can he be anything less than the best of men?”
She pretended to straighten Elizabeth’s collar so that their stopping mid-descent would not appear so strange to those who waited below. Again, it was an action she had done often to purchase a few private moments of conversation with Elizabeth.
“Question everything, Lizzy. I should not have to tell you this as questioning is in your nature, but you have questioned very little, save his honour, since Mr. Darcy arrived.” There was a sharp edge to her scolding tone.
Elizabeth felt the warmth of shame creep into her cheeks. It was true. She had not questioned any story that she had heard about Mr. Darcy. She had been willing to believe the worst about the gentleman without giving the information proper consideration.
“There.” Jane gave one more small tug at Elizabeth’s collar and, then taking her arm, continued down the stairs.
Elizabeth studied Mr. Darcy’s expression as closely as she could. Jane had claimed there was a slight smile that softened his features when he looked at her. She did not see it.
“Miss Elizabeth, I trust you are well?” There was that puzzling uncertainty again. The same as what she had heard last night in the library.
She smiled. “I am well. And you?”
The space between Mr. Darcy’s brows widened and the corners of his mouth turned up. She blinked. Was this the expression of which Jane spoke?
“I am well.” He offered her his arm as they exited the house.
She glanced at him as she thought of Jane’s admonition to question everything. There was no better time to begin following Jane’s advice than now she supposed.
“You said I could ask questions, did you not?”
Mr. Darcy nodded and slowed his pace a bit to fall further behind Bingley and Jane.
“Just now, when you greeted me, you said you trusted I was well, but the inflection in your voice said you did not trust it to be so. Why?” She studied the ground in front of her. Her nerves were threatening to undo her again. She was certain that such an impertinent question would only increase his disapproval.
They took were three agonizingly silent steps before Mr. Darcy spoke.
“You were rather distraught last night. I worried that you were still distraught today or that your distress would make you unwell. I wanted to trust you were well, but I feared you were not.”
That was not at all what she had expected him to say. It was… well… it was excessively caring. “You were worried about me?”
“It seems I must admit to another fault, Miss Elizabeth.”
“Indeed?” She peeked up at him. The smile he wore took her by surprise.
“I have the propensity to torment myself by fretting….” He took a deep breath and although it looked as if it made him exceedingly uncomfortable to do so, he added, “especially about people who are of great importance to me.”
She tilted her head as she studied him. Was he saying she was important to him? Surely, that could not be what he meant. They had not known each other long enough for that.
“Such as my sister, my cousin, Bingley, and you,” he continued. His neck and then his ears grew red as his shoulders rose and fell pronouncedly as if breathing were difficult while his words settled into Elizabeth’s mind.
“Me?” The thought was so startling that she stopped walking. He was including her as a person he though of as important. But why? What reason would he have to care for her? She could not think of anything that would prompt him to feel so. Unless… Yes, that must be it. She smiled. “Of course, I shall be your wife. It is expected.”
It was his turn to cock his head and study her with confusion. But why would that make him confused? Was it not the obvious reason? What could he possibly see to find fault with in what she had said?
“I am sorry, Mr. Darcy. Did I say something amiss?”
He shook his head and gave a small laugh. “No, Miss Elizabeth, but I fear I have.”
Darcy regretted his choice of words immediately as he saw the look on her face. Quickly, he attempted to correct her misunderstanding.
“I do not mean I said something amiss just now. I was referring to my comment at the assembly which seems to have left you with the mistaken notion that I could never care for you.”
She had dropped his arm and now walked with her hands clasped behind her back. “I do not question your ability to fulfill your duty, Mr. Darcy.”
“I am not speaking of fulfilling duty, Miss Elizabeth.” He stopped in front of her.
“Then, pray tell, of what are you speaking, Mr. Darcy?”
“I am saying, Miss Elizabeth, that I have been able to think of very little else save you since that confounded assembly.” He looked away from her shocked expression. “Your eyes are enchanting, and your wit is enthralling.”
“But you claimed I was merely tolerable!”
“I did.” He sighed. “I was in a foul mood. I did not wish to encourage my friend in his quest to find me a partner, nor did I wish to give false hope to any lady.” He could tell by the lift of her eyebrow that he had said something wrong again. “I am expected to marry well. I thought the people in attendance to be beneath me.”
“That was most obvious.” Her tone was sharp and firm. “It is a happy thing that you did not find any in attendance to be handsome.”
“I never said you were not handsome.”
Her eyes were wide with surprise. “You did not?” Her tone dared him to say he had not.
He crossed his arms and glared at her and did exactly as her tone taunted him to do. “No, I did not. I said you were not handsome enough to tempt me to dance.”
One eyebrow arched. “You did not say to dance.”
He closed his eyes and tried to rein in his frustration. “It was implied. As I said, I was in no mood to dance that evening. You could have been Aphrodite herself, and you would not have been handsome enough to tempt me to dance, for I had no intention of dancing.”
“I see.” She stepped past him and began walking away.
Darcy watched her and silently cursed Bingley’s idea to be more open. Explaining himself to Bingley was never this difficult. This was like trying to reason with Georgiana.
He hurried after her and had nearly reached her side when she spun toward him again.
“Why? Why did you not wish to dance?”
He flinched at the question. He knew he was going to have to broach this subject at some point, but that did not make it a topic that he welcomed having to discuss.
“Forgive me,” she said. “I should not have asked.”
“No, no,” he hastened to assure her, “I told you that you could ask me questions to learn about my character.”
He offered her his arm again and was relieved when she placed her hand on it. They walked along for a few moments in silence as he considered the best way to answer. She was to be his wife and a sister to Georgiana. It would do well for her to know what had happened, but her defense of Wickham during their dance made him uneasy.
“Before I answer your question, I must ask something of you.”
When she peeked up at him, her eyes caught his and held them for a heart beat before her lips tipped up in a small, comforting smile and her hand pressed more firmly into his arm. “Of course,” she said as if she knew that this topic was one which would cause him pain.
“I do not wish to offend,” he began. How did one ask the lady he was promised to marry if she loved a gentleman you despised? Deciding that the answer was directly, he continued. “You spoke so passionately last night about Mr. Wickham. Has he touched your heart?” The words felt bitter. They made his stomach twist, and his heart ache. He was unsure what he would do if her answer were in the positive. Silently, he prayed that it would not be.
“Mr. Wickham?” she asked in surprise.
Darcy nodded.
“I do not understand how that has anything to do with your not wishing to dance.”
“I realize it does not seem related, but I assure you it is.” He looked at her and smiled softly. “I do not wish to cause you pain, although I fear I will.”
She shook her head. “I have enjoyed Mr. Wickham’s company, but he has not touched my heart.”
Darcy released the breath that he had been holding as he had awaited her reply. “I do not know what stories Wickham has told you, although I am certain they did not paint me in a favourable light.”
Elizabeth smiled sheepishly at Mr. Darcy. “They did not.” A sinking feeling began to settle in her stomach. She thought of how Jane had cautioned her about believing Wickham’s tales.
“He told you that he has a long connection with my family?”
She nodded. “He said his father was your father’s steward.”
“Indeed, he was my father’s steward, as well as a good man. Did Wickham tell you that he was also my father’s godson?”
“He did.”
“And that my father preferred his company to mine?”
She heard the underlying pain in the question and gave him an apologetic look as she nodded.
“Did he tell you that my father left him an inheritance?”
She looked at the ground. “He said you had refused to give it to him.”
She heard him draw in a breath, release it, and then draw in another. Apparently, Mr. Wickham had struck a powerful blow to Mr. Darcy with that bit of information, and Elizabeth felt her shame at having listened to the man grow deeper.
“Even though I did not see him as fit for the church, I refused him nothing at first,” Mr. Darcy said calmly, though Elizabeth could feel the anger that seethed beneath. “Wickham was careful to conceal his want of principle from my father but not from me. My father, knowing nothing of Wickham’s true nature and loving him as if he were a younger son, wished to see him advanced in his career as far as he was able and, to that end, my father made me promise to see his wishes fulfilled. He desired for Wickham to have a valuable family living when it became vacant and a legacy of one thousand pounds.”
To Elizabeth that seemed very generous, but Wickham had neither money nor a living so if Mr. Darcy had not denied him his inheritance, then what had become of it?
“Wickham’s father did not long survive my own. Not long after these events, Wickham made me aware that he had decided against taking orders and had some resolve to study the law instead. An agreement was reached wherein he resigned all rights to the living and instead accepted a settlement of three thousand pounds.”
Three thousand pounds? “In addition to the one-thousand-pound legacy?”
“Yes.”
The amount of money was not insignificant. “And you gave it to him?”
Mr. Darcy nodded. “I did not hear from him again for about three years when he petitioned me for the living that had recently become vacant. The law had not been profitable for him, his inheritance was gone, and he had decided to take orders if I would present him with the living. I refused, and as you can well imagine, he was not pleased.”
Gone? Four thousand pounds gone in three years?
Mr. Darcy stopped walking and turned to look at her. “Did Wickham tell you anything more than this?” There was an urgency in his voice.
She shook her head slowly. There was more? She was beginning to feel quite ill at the realization of how completely she had been duped. “He only told me half of what you have just now related to me.”
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Chapter 4


Taking in the paleness of her face and the tears that clung to her eyelashes, Darcy sought a place for her to rest. He continued his story as he led her off the road to a stile in the hedgerows. 
“My sister, Georgiana, is much younger than I. When my father died, she was placed in the care of myself and my cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam. Earlier this year, my cousin and I removed her from school and hired a companion for her. This past summer, Georgie and her companion, Mrs. Younge, travelled to Ramsgate. Wickham followed; I suspect it was by design since we later learned Wickham had a previous connection with the lady.”
He brushed whatever dust there may be from the stile before allowing Elizabeth to take a seat.
“Georgiana only remembered the kindness Wickham had shown her as a child. He, knowing she had an affectionate nature, played upon it, and soon, he convinced her that she was in love. His persuasion was such that she consented to an elopement.”
Elizabeth gasped, and the tears which had threatened began to slip down her cheeks. Darcy took out his handkerchief and, stooping down, handed it to her.
“I prevented the elopement. Georgiana is well, save for an injured heart.”
Elizabeth’s hand rested on her heart. A small groan of what Darcy could only describe as pure grief escaped her lips.
“And this is why you did not wish to dance?” she asked.
“It is.” Kneeling beside her, he longed to dry her tears for her as he had for Georgiana when she had come to realize that Wickham did not care for her as much as he cared for her money. His heart ached now as it did then.
“I had just travelled a great distance away from where my heart desired to be. My sister’s unhappiness at my departure was not far from my mind.”
Elizabeth’s looked down at her lap where his hand covered hers. There was a comfort in his gentle touch. She shook her head at the enormity of the hurt Mr. Darcy must be carrying in his heart, and she could not fault him any longer for being disagreeable. She knew both what it was to care so for a sister and that she would not be happy to be away from Jane if she were injured.
“Why is your sister not with you?”
“She is with her aunt and taking lessons from the masters. I did not wish to interrupt her education.” He smiled slightly, and there was a twinkle in his eye. It seemed out of place considering what he had just shared.
“And…” His lips twitched. “Georgiana did not wish to spend time with Miss Bingley.”
Elizabeth’s eyes grew wide. “But Miss Bingley led me to believe she and Miss Darcy were close.”
“Miss Bingley knows how dear my sister is to me, so I believe she says it so that I will think she would make a good sister for Georgiana and, therefore, a good wife for me.” He stood and extended his hand to Elizabeth. “She is mistaken if she thinks I would ever consider her as my wife.”
“Because she is from trade?” Elizabeth asked as she placed her hand in his.
Darcy laughed. “No, because she is annoying and rather dull.” He tucked her hand into the crook of his arm and kept it covered with his own. “I have always wished for a companion in a wife. Someone with whom I can have discussions. Someone who has read extensively and has a quick wit. I wish for my sister to have a sister who is compassionate and caring as well as intelligent and strong.”
His steps faltered and then stopped.
“I believe…” he paused. “I believe I have been looking for you.”
“Me?” The word had leaped from her lips before her mind had fully processed what she had just heard. Darcy stood looking at her with a look of shock on his face that matched her feelings exactly. “Surely, you could not have been looking for me.”
He smiled broadly, the light of his happiness shining in his eyes. “Yes, you. I have been looking for you.”
She shook her head in disbelief. The world seemed to be spinning oddly today. Indeed, it had begun to spin so last night when he had asked her to dance. Things were not as they should be. He should be pointing out her deficiency, not claiming her to be his choice for a wife. No, the choice had been removed when Aunt Philips had flown loudly down the hall in search of her father. He merely wished to see what he wanted to see.
He was still wearing that same broad smile. “You are perfect,” he said softly. “Beautiful, intelligent, compassionate.”
Elizabeth was sure her face had never felt so warm. “I am not perfect, nor am I beautiful.” She was quite certain that Mr. Darcy was not in his right mind when a laugh bubbled out of the normally dour gentleman.
“For me, to me, you are.” He squeezed her hand. “Truly, you are.”
Elizabeth blinked at him and shook her head once more. “I do not see it.”
“But you will.”
She bristled at the sound of such assurance in his voice. She was not wrong. She knew she was not beautiful. Had not her mother said so many times? She also knew she was not perfect. She had just been presented with a glaring example of how she had been willing to believe the worst of Mr. Darcy with no more proof than the words of another agreeing with her feelings of dislike for the man. It was more than she felt she could countenance for one day, and yet the day was not more than half over. She absently rubbed the space between her brows.
“Are you well?” There was the uncertainty in his voice again, but this time she understood it.
“Merely overwhelmed, Mr. Darcy.” She gave him a reassuring smile. “There is no need to fret.”
They began walking again.
He laughed lightly. “Ah, but I will. I am afraid it is a well-developed fault.”
Seeking to change the direction of their conversation, she asked, “Has it been a fault all your life?”
“I am afraid it has. My mother’s constitution was not strong. She was often ill, and she never fully recovered from her illness after my sister was born. I believe, I was naturally prone to ponder things more than needed, but when one’s mother is ill…” His voice trailed off.
Elizabeth chided herself for bringing up such painful thoughts.
“She was quite wonderful. I believe I got my love of poetry from her. Both my father and mother were avid readers, but my father’s tastes tended more to the academic where my mother’s were more imaginative.”
The look on his face softened, and the corners of his mouth turned up slightly. Elizabeth was so taken with the expression, since it was the same he had given her this morning, that she nearly forgot to listen to what he was saying.
“She would take me up on her lap or, later, next to her in her bed, and read a poem to me and then discuss the images created with the words.”
“Oh, how lovely,” said Elizabeth. “The scenes that can be painted by the few words of a poet are indeed inspiring.”
He smiled down at her. “The economy of words my mother called it. You would have liked her. Everyone did. Mrs. Reynolds still speaks of her with such fondness.”
“Mrs. Reynolds?”
“My housekeeper at Pemberley.”
A sudden jolt of panic gripped Elizabeth’s heart. Her thoughts had been so tangled with her feelings or, more precisely, her lack of feelings for Mr. Darcy that she had forgotten to consider the estate of which she was to be the mistress. She was positive her knowledge of the running of an estate was not equal to the task that lay before her at Pemberley. She wrapped her free arm around her middle in an attempt to keep her insides from fluttering.
“Are you well?” There was a greater note of concern in his voice now than there had been before.
She nodded. “I had not considered Pemberley. It must certainly be very grand.”
“It is larger than Netherfield.”
“Much larger?” She recalled hearing he owned half of Derbyshire.
“Yes.”
Oh, her heart was racing. She both needed to know and wished not to know the full extent of the responsibilities that lay before her. “And town? You came to Hertfordshire from town. I assume you have a home there as well?”
“I do. It has its own staff. Mrs. Vernon is the housekeeper there. Both she and Mrs. Reynolds are exceptional at their jobs.”
She nodded. She hoped they would also be understanding and helpful.
“Your father suggested that you and your sister Mary should accompany me to town when I go to get the special license. You could meet Mrs. Vernon then and have a tour of the house. He mentioned that you would be welcomed at your aunt and uncle’s house and that your aunt would be best able to assist you in selecting wedding clothes.”
She gripped her stomach more firmly. The reality of all the changes about to take place in her life settled in heavily around her.
“This is absurd,” she said. “My aunt and uncle live near Cheapside in Gracechurch Street. My uncle is in trade. My aunt is the daughter of a tradesman. My mother is the daughter of a tradesman. While my father is a gentleman, I am tainted by trade. This cannot be acceptable to your family. And my education is lacking. I have not the accomplishments necessary to travel in the circles in which you travel. Perhaps if I just go away quietly. . . if you could help me find a position as a companion, then all would be well for my sisters, and you would be free to find a wife who is more well-suited to the position of Mrs. Darcy.” A tear slid down her cheek, carrying with it some of the frustration she felt. The breeze tugged at her bonnet and flipped the ribbons against her neck.
Darcy stopped walking. “You are overwhelmed.”
“Yes, and I am unprepared.”
“Both are not without remedy.” Once again, he squeezed her hand where it lay beneath his on his arm. “We will remain in town for the season. You may begin by learning the running of Darcy House. It is not so grand as Pemberley and has no tenants on whom to call.”
“But there will be social calls to make and soirees to attend.”
He smiled at her. “You are capable. You merely fear the unknown.”
She sighed resignedly. He was obviously determined not to let her escape their arrangement. “When do we leave for my aunt’s house?”
“The day after tomorrow. Your father sent an express to inform your relations of your arrival.”
She nodded slowly.
“Miss Elizabeth,” his voice was soft but serious, “I am not unaware of the challenges before us, but you know we must marry.”
Again, she nodded slowly.
“We shall face whatever challenges arise together. I have made a promise to your father that I will care for you. It is not a promise I make lightly. Beyond that, my heart would not allow it. Can you trust me enough to believe that?”
She saw the look of concern in his eyes and heard the uncertainty in his voice. That strange feeling of needing to put him at ease washed over her again. “I shall try,” she said, and then noting that his look of concern decreased only slightly, she added, “It is all I can promise right now. I shall try. I really, truly shall try.”
“Very well,” he said, the crease between his brows nearly disappearing. “You shall try to trust me, and I shall try to be patient.”
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Chapter 5


Through the front window of her uncle’s house in Gracechurch Street, Elizabeth watched Darcy’s coach make its way through the early evening traffic. She pulled in her lip and bit it softly as she considered the man within the coach. As she had promised Jane two days ago, she had questioned everything about him. Yesterday, she had questioned him in regard to his attention to his tenants and his staff. She had asked him about his father and about his steward. She had even dared to ask about his supposed betrothal to his cousin. He had patiently borne all her inquiries. 
She was beginning to run out of questions about his character, which left her in an extremely uncomfortable state, for she knew that, now, she must also examine her own character. It would not be a pleasant task since her character seemed to be wanting. How else could she have misjudged Mr. Darcy so badly? A character which had fallen easy prey to the pretty words of a charmer was not one she wished to find within herself, but there it was. She sighed.
Aunt Gardiner placed an arm around Elizabeth’s shoulders. “He seems very pleasant.”
“A right proper gentleman,” agreed her uncle.
“Not at all as you described,” added her aunt softly.
Elizabeth’s shoulders lifted slightly and then dropped. How she wished she has kept her unfavourable thoughts about Mr. Darcy to herself. Then, it would not be quite so painful to be wrong, for the folly would be one which was only known privately. But that was not the case. She had written to her favourite aunt about Mr. Darcy, and now she must admit her error.  “I may have misjudged him.”
She turned sad eyes to her aunt. “I do not know who he is. I was so sure I knew, but I do not.”
“Ah, my dear. Something tells me you know more than you will allow yourself to admit.”
Aunt Gardiner turned Elizabeth away from the window. “We should get you and Mary installed in your room.”
She led Elizabeth from the room and started up the stairs. “You will, of course, have to share the story about how you became betrothed to a man you were so set against. I have had your father’s version, but I would like to hear yours.”
She turned to the right at the top of the stairs and opened the second door on her left. “Your uncle has brought home some lovely laces and a few pieces of silk that he thought you might like. I have to say; your uncle has an excellent eye for colour. You would look lovely in all of them, so you shall have a dress from each. Mrs. Havelston has lent me her book of fashions. She knows how much you dislike spending hours in her shop choosing fabrics and patterns, and our time is limited.”
Elizabeth sat heavily on the bed while Mary opened a trunk and began the task of unpacking. “It is all too much,” she said.
“Are you indeed your mother’s daughter?” Aunt Gardiner crossed her arms and gave Elizabeth an amused but quizzical look.
A small laugh escaped Mary. “She has been for three days now.”
Elizabeth gasped.
“You have been a ball of nerves ever since the ball,” Mary explained.
Not without good reason!
“I am being forced to marry a man I barely know because my aunt created a scene,” Elizabeth protested. “You would not be a picture of serenity either if it were you.”
Mary shrugged. “Perhaps I would be as distraught as you if I were to be forced to marry a wealthy, handsome gentleman who obviously cared for me, but I rather doubt it.” Mary hung a gown in the wardrobe. “Mr. Darcy is not so awfully bad. You could have ended up marrying Mr. Collins.”
“Mary!” Elizabeth shook her head not knowing what else to say to her sister.
Mary turned toward her sister and placed her hands on her hips. “Do not scold me, Lizzy. Mr. Collins had requested a meeting with Father, and he had been following you around like a lost lamb. It does not take great intelligence to know that he had selected you to be his wife. Surely, you knew.” She gave Elizabeth a pointed look that said she would not believe any protest of ignorance before she returned to the trunk to continue the unpacking.
“I had my suspicions,” Elizabeth admitted softly. In fact, she had looked for a means of escape every time she had seen Mr. Collins moving in her direction.
“As I see it,” Mary continued, “Mr. Darcy saved you from a dire fate, and you should be grateful.” She hung another dress in the wardrobe. “And I heard rumours about Mr. Wickham that would make you blush.”
She turned and looked at Elizabeth with another pointed look that dared her to contradict what she had said. “I learn many things listening to conversations while I am being ignored,” she added as proof that what she knew was to be believed.
“Ignored?” Shock suffused Elizabeth’s face. She had never considered how little attention was paid to Mary.
“Do not mistake me. To be ignored is not a travesty to me. I much prefer to watch and listen.” Mary placed a brush on the table near the mirror before joining her aunt and Elizabeth on the bed. “As I see it, you are fortunate. Mr. Darcy adores you. I know he does, for I have seen it.”
“Is this true?” Aunt Gardiner asked.
“Oh, it is!” Mary assured her before Elizabeth could say anything. “Mr. Darcy watches Lizzy’s every move, and the look on his face….”
She grabbed Elizabeth’s hand and spoke wistfully, “It is like Jane’s when she speaks about Mr. Bingley.” She bounced a bit on the bed as she tucked her feet under her skirts. “And did you know he thinks you have fine eyes? Millicent heard him say it to Miss Bingley. He loves you, Lizzy. He absolutely loves you.”
She turned to her aunt. “Did you not see how attentive he was today? He is that way whenever Lizzy is near.”
“He certainly was attentive,” Aunt Gardiner agreed.
“But what if I do not love him?” Elizabeth could feel panic at such a thought welling up in her. That was probably the thing that scared her the most about all of this. She knew Mr. Darcy cared for her, though she was not willing to call it love just yet. However, her own feelings and opinions about him were so tangled and indecipherable. What if when she finally untangled them, she discovered she could not love him?
Mary shrugged. “Then, you are a fool.”
“Girls,” Aunt Gardiner interrupted, “before this discussion becomes unpleasant and feelings are injured, may I suggest we allow Elizabeth to tell me what happened at the Netherfield ball.”
Mary looked first at her aunt and then, her sister. “Do you wish me to leave?”
“That is entirely up to your sister.”
Elizabeth shook her head. “No, you may stay.”
Aunt Gardiner fluffed up the pillows, propped them against the head of the bed, and motioned for her nieces to join her in sitting with their backs resting against them.
Elizabeth smoothed her skirt over her legs. She was not sure where to begin to explain that night. “The ball was lovely, Aunt. The decorations were magnificent and the food delicious. The music was good and, of course, it was well attended. The officers were there, which made my youngest sisters deliriously giddy.”
“And our mother,” Mary muttered.
“Shush.” Aunt Gardiner gave Mary’s leg a tap.
“It is true. Mama was a happy to see the officers as Lydia was,” Elizabeth said before continuing. “I danced the first two sets with Mr. Collins, and before my toes had time to recover, I was obliged to dance another with a very agreeable officer before having a moment to find Charlotte. While I was speaking with Charlotte, the strangest thing happened.”
Elizabeth paused, remembering the moment Mr. Darcy had approached her. She had been shocked that he had sought her out, but there had also been a most concerning moment of pleasure. She had brushed it away quickly, for she was determined not to like him, even if she did find conversation with him to be satisfying.
“It did?” Aunt Gardiner asked, bringing Elizabeth’s focus back to the conversation at hand. “And what was this strange thing?”
“Mr. Darcy asked me to dance, and I accepted.”
“And this was a strange thing?” Aunt Gardiner looked at Elizabeth in confusion. “Is it not common practice for a gentleman to ask a lady for a dance at a ball?”
“Not when it is Mr. Darcy,” Mary answered.
“Shush.” Aunt Gardiner tapped Mary’s leg again.
“It is true,” said Elizabeth. “Mr. Darcy never danced with anyone





OEBPS/cover.png
Cot'

Ak
g/iﬁ/((y

Books 1-4






OEBPS/images/cdc44eea-1e76-4c50-934d-b7df8a54229e.png





OEBPS/images/cf86e5bd-74e8-4ccf-aa77-dd274821f244.png







