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Copyright 2019 JL Pearl, all rights reserved.

No portion of this work may be duplicated or distributed without the author’s permission.

This is a work of serialized fiction consisting of eight individually published episodes, all of which are included in this special electronic boxed set edition.

This is an original story featuring characters from Jane Austen’s beloved classic, Pride & Prejudice, placed in new situations. Some of the scenes are very steamy, and as such should be enjoyed responsibly by readers of a certain age.

Dear Reader,

 

Thank you for reading my serialized Pride & Prejudice variation, Becoming His! A Pride & Prejudice variation is a specific form of Jane Austen Fan Fiction wherein characters from her beloved novel are set in new circumstances or given new obstacles to overcome. This particular variation happens to be quite steamy at times, and should be enjoyed by responsible readers of a certain age.

I so appreciate you taking the time to read, and I hope you find what you are looking for! If you like it and need more, you can find all my stories right here.

Thanks!

 

Best,

JL Pearl

 

 

Desired by Mr. Darcy

 

a steamy Pride & Prejudice variation

 

by JL Pearl

 

Becoming His, Part 1

 

 

 

Copyright 2019 JL Pearl, all rights reserved.

 

 

This scene is a work of original fiction using characters from Jane Austen’s beloved novel, Pride & Prejudice. This story is very steamy, and should be enjoyed responsibly by readers of a certain age.

1.

 

 

“You cannot pretend to be interested in a man with such connections.” Elizabeth Bennet pulled a pin and sighed as brunette locks fell loose about her shoulders. There was simply nothing better on earth than letting one’s hair down after a long evening in society.

Her elder sister, Jane, frowned gently. Everything she did was gentle. “I cannot speak for his acquaintance, Lizzie, nor do I pretend to make any excuse for Mr. Bingley’s association with him.”

Elizabeth took a deep breath, attempting to divert the vexation she felt. She should not be cross with Jane. Poor, sweet Jane, who would never be cross with her. Nevertheless the dark stranger had put her in a state. “I am sorry, Jane.” She touched her sister’s hand. “I do not mean to aggravate you mercilessly. I only wish you would agree with me as to the character of Mr. Darcy, and I wish that would deter your interest in Mr. Bingley.”

Jane removed her hand. “But what has one to do with the other? For can you not see, Lizze, that Mr. Bingley is the best, most handsome, most charming, and all-around honest-seeming gentleman to visit Derbyshire in all our lives, and that he is eminently eligible, and that, heavens, he seems to have shown an interest in your poor sister, who shall soon die an old maid without the hand of a man to guide her?” As she spoke she grew piteous, though humor sparkled in her eye. Elizabeth laughed with her in spite of her annoyance.

“You are very droll. But my concern is that, should you be pulled into his sphere of influence, you will in truth be under the influence of someone far less pleasant and virtuous.”

Jane’s frown returned as she let her own hair down. “Someone who seems that way to you, Lizzie. Sister, I do not doubt that you believe what you say, but consider it from my point of view. Or better yet, sleep tonight and let’s speak of it again tomorrow, when the sun has returned to banish shadows and whispers of the night.”

Elizabeth bit her tongue until Jane had left the room.

“She does not believe me at all,” she then muttered, moving slowly toward her bed.

Could she blame Jane? Would she believe the tale, had one of her other sisters shared it with her? True, this Mr. Darcy was a total stranger, but some modicum of decorum was still to be expected of a gentleman of such consequence.

Yet Elizabeth had witnessed anything but.

She had to admit he was attractive. He was of a good height, with a strong, admirable frame and noble mien. Everything about his physical appearance was handsome and desirable. And for just a moment, when their eyes had locked, she had felt that unmistakable spark of pure, bestial desire one sometimes feels, though rarely with such intensity, when one locks eyes with another whom Mother Nature has crafted in such a way as to be a perfect biological companion. But his was a strange attraction, not like anything she had ever experienced. He was not pleasant like Jane’s gentleman, not the sort with whom Elizabeth might conspire and laugh, as she had always imagined. No, his attraction was a mystery. It spawned from his darkness, his reclusiveness.. 

He was an enigma to her. 

She blew out the candles, climbed into bed, and stared at the ceiling. His words echoed in her mind. Yes, there was his rude comment that she was “tolerable but not handsome enough to tempt him,” but that by itself would have been laughable. It was the other thing she had overheard Mr. Darcy say that night that kept Elizabeth awake for hours, startling every time the old house creaked or the wind shook the window.

2.

 

 

It is a truth universally acknowledged that a woman in possession of a healthy appetite must be in want of a large breakfast. So it was that Elizabeth found herself eating almost twice as much as usual the next morning, for if, as the old saying goes, “he who sleeps, dines,” she reasoned that perhaps the reverse was also true, and she had taken precious little sleep in the course of the night. Perhaps it was her overlarge morning meal that inspired her to take to the lane to walk afterward, and as Jane was otherwise occupied and none of her other sisters were particularly interested in joining her so early, Elizabeth found herself alone with her thoughts.

So much for respite.

She had been alone with her thoughts all through the restless night, too, and was growing tired of them. How handsome Mr. Darcy was. What a fine figure he cut when he crossed the room, or even just standing still! She had wished, more than once, that she had witnessed him dancing. And—fantasy of fantasies—that he had deigned to dance with her. But upon that thought she grew ashamed of herself. She should not have such thoughts for a man so rude and arrogant. Nor for one so potentially dangerous.

It was from these thoughts she was startled when she heard the gentle sound of horse hooves clopping along. She glanced up to see a man approaching, and for a moment she believed it to be the very one of whom she had been thinking. Her instincts warred within her. Everything about him screamed “danger!” and told her to throw herself from the path and try to hide from his sight, but something in her body longed to be close to him, to be the object of his gaze once more. It was a short battle, for the man turned out not to be Mr. Darcy at all, but his far more pleasant companion.

“Ah, good day, Ms. Bennet!” Mr. Bingley drew his mount to a stop a few yards from her. “I see you, like me, are out early to greet the day! Has it been a`fine one for you so far?”

His smile was warm and cheery, his voice amiable and honest, and she breathed an inward sigh of relief. “It has, thank you. And for you, sir?”

“Indeed. I am happy to see you, for I chanced upon my morning ride to find this lane, and wondered if it might lead to your family’s estate. I, ah… that is…” He blushed, seeming to have given himself away. Elizabeth looked down to hide her smile. She was pleased on Jane’s behalf, in spite of herself. Whatever Mr. Darcy’s faults, this man was clearly not foul.

“Happy chance indeed,” she said, looking up again. “This lane does indeed lead that way. And if you take it at a leisurely pace, you will likely arrive in time to find my elder sister Jane having just finished her lessons at the pianoforte.”

“Ah, excellent!” He flashed another brilliant smile. “She plays, then?”

“She would not have me tell you so, sir, for she does not consider herself an adept. But yes, in my estimation, she has a fine touch.”

“Excellent.”

They fell silent for an awkward moment. A sparrow sang from a branch overhead.

“Are you heading in to town, perhaps?” he asked her.

Elizabeth gently shook her head. “To tell you the truth, I have no goal at present but to clear my mind and enjoy the morning air.”

“I quite understand.” He nodded. “That’s the entire reason I came to the country to begin with! And what lovely air indeed.” As he said these words, Elizabeth marked that his eyes wandered up the lane in the direction of her family’s home.

“Perhaps,” she suggested, “you would like company on your way?”

His smile lit up once more. “I would be delighted, Miss Bennet!”

Just then another rider joined them from behind Mr. Bingley. Too late to escape did Elizabeth recognize him, and when she did, every muscle in her body seized with the thrill of fear.

“Mr. Darcy!” cried Bingley, turning to him. “What an unexpected pleasure to see you join me. You will, of course, continue with Miss Bennet and I up the lane?”

Mr. Darcy’s eyes bored a hole in Elizabeth’s own, his stare inscrutable, as he said, “But of course.”

His voice sent another thrill through her body, this one far more erotic in nature, and she recalled one of the many half-dreams she’d had the night before. A warm blush rose to her pallid cheeks.

“I beg your pardon.” She looked down at the ground, dirt-spattered horse hooves in her periphery, “but I must continue on my way. Please accept my apologies, Mr. Bingley, but I only just recalled—I do indeed have an errand that takes me in the opposite direction as yours.”

Mr. Bingley’s face fell in sympathetic disappointment, but he bowed over his horse and said, “Of course, Miss Bennet. It was a pleasure to see you. Please do continue to enjoy the morning!”

It was not until she had walked a hundred paces as quickly as she could that she paused to turn and glance over her shoulder. The two men had already grown distant, retreating up the lane on their mounts. Nevertheless she was quite sure she saw Mr. Darcy turn back round from staring after her.

3.

 

 

It was hard.

Very, very hard.

Fitzwilliam Darcy took a deep breath through his nose and held it a moment before blowing it out in a sigh. He was sitting atop his horse in the lane, waiting for his misguided friend to pay an unadvised visit to the eldest Bennet daughter. It had taken all of his willpower to not once more admonish Mr. Bingley to change his mind. Now he waited, feeling foolish. It was hard for him.

Even if the Bennet family were not of such inferior standing and devoid of any meaningful connections, he would have a difficult time finding this sudden infatuation of Bingley’s convenient, nor the decision to pursue the girl appropriate. But he could not confide his true motivations to his friend, for the one was indeed in the country on pleasure, the other on business.

And that business was not for Bingley’s knowledge.

The clouds overhead parted and for just a moment the sun shone brilliantly all around. Mr. Darcy frowned, uncomfortable, and guided his horse beneath the feeble shade of a maple tree. He’d had no wish to venture outside like this in the light of day, first thing in the morning. But Bingley was clearly not in a right state of mind. He needed to be watched.

He supposed he could try to take the current turn of events in stride by thinking of them as nothing more than a pleasant diversion, a little twist to keep him amused in his work. He had precious few diversions. But though he cared for Bingley, in his way, he found he cared nothing for the man’s insipid desire to find a young woman in the country with whom to settle down.

Now that other Bennet sister—she was diverting indeed.

He shook his head. Such thoughts had no place in it. He had no time to waste considering her lithe figure, her clever smile, the sparkle of knowing jocularity in her eyes. Such pleasures were not his to chase.

He had business, and it was a hard business.

“Yes, please do come inside!” he heard Mrs. Bennet exclaim from the house. “Jane is just finishing up her lesson at the pianoforte. Oh, oh my! Perhaps you would like to hear her play?”

They had agreed—or at least Mr. Darcy had believed he had obtained an agreement from Bingley—that under no circumstances would the man enter the house. It was not appropriate. But although he could not hear Bingley’s response from the lane, he could tell by the tone of the man’s voice that he had every intention of entering, and possibly even staying for some time.

That would not do.

So it was with another sigh that Mr. Darcy resigned himself to this unpleasant impropriety and nudged his horse out from the maple’s shadow, across the lane, and toward the Bennet family house.

“Ah, Mr. Darcy!” Bingley cried, smiling as ever. His foot was already across the threshold as he turned. “You’ve decided to join me after all. Delightful! Won’t you come in with me? Ah—” He turned back to face inside the house, doubtless where the elder Bennet woman stood. “That is, with your permission, m’am.”

There was a pause.

“I suppose. If he comes with you, he must be welcome, of course.” Mrs. Bennet made no attempt to quiet her voice as she delivered the insulting invitation. Mr. Darcy sneered as he alighted from his horse. “Please, do come in.”

4.

 

 

The Bennet family house did little to relieve Mr. Darcy’s suspicion that his friend’s time and attentions would be better spent elsewhere. Not that a grandly decorated manor would have done much at this point to turn his opinion. Not after the ridiculous behavior the night before of Mrs. Bennet and her younger daughters.

Still, the eyes of that one lingered, having touched something deep within him.

He glanced around, prepared to recoil in disgust at the cheap decor, the paltry furnishings, the utter lack of comfort. Instead he saw only her eyes. Her skin, so fair, must be so soft. He imagined what it would have been like to stand before her in the dance, to hold her gaze like a man, and to endeavor to earn her smiles for the duration of the evening.

Well, for the duration of the evening in society—if it could have been called that. He would have endeavored to earn more than smiles from her after the dance, in the privacy of a secluded room…

He shook his head once more, snapping out of his reverie. What was she, this girl who had suddenly exerted so much influence over his thoughts? Nothing. She was nothing worth his consideration. This is what he told himself now to bring himself back to the situation at hand.

“What brings you to the country, Mr. Bingley?” Mrs. Bennet had sent one of her younger daughters to fetch Jane, and was now seated in the corner of what Mr. Darcy supposed was to pass for a drawing room. He stood, stiff and aloof as ever, against the wall beside the entryway. His friend, upon Mrs. Bennet’s invitation, took a seat of his own.

“Just a simple holiday, m’am,” Bingley said with a smile. “I’ve come to take the country air and to see its many beauties. Though I confess, at present, my eyes seem stolen away by one in particular.”

“Ohh, you!” Mrs. Bennet turned her head, barely concealing a bawdy grin, and patted Mr. Bingley with one aged paw. Mr. Darcy recoiled in sympathetic disgust.

“Ms. Bennet!” Bingley sprang to his feet with a bow as Jane entered the room.

“Mr. Bingley, good morning!”

Mr. Darcy studied his friend carefully. Alas, he had to admit to himself that his enthusiasm seemed sincere. Of the lady’s reciprocation, he was not as sure.

“I happened to be riding in the lane that passes by your father’s estate, and thought I would avail myself of the opportunity to call on you.”

“I am very glad of it,” she replied with a little courtesy.

“Might you be inclined to join me for a stroll in the fresh air?” He then turned to Mrs. Bennet. “With your permission, of course, m’am. And we shall have supervision, for my companion, Mr. Darcy, is fastidious in his care for me. Is it not so, Mr. Darcy?”

“It is,” Mr. Darcy replied quietly.

“I shall be glad to join you,” Jane said softly.

Mr. Darcy frowned. Her enthusiasm did not match Bingley’s; surely the man must have also noticed. Or perhaps not, judging by the boyish grin plastered across his face. Perhaps he was blind to the true nature of her feelings by a superimposition of his own. But no matter; it did not signify. It bore little weight on the more important matters that should be occupying Darcy’s mind.

He was hunting.

His mark was a young woman. She would have been around the age of one of the elder Bennet sisters, he had realized upon first seeing them, but they were nothing like the description. No, the woman he was searching for would have been of utmost quality, come from rare stock indeed, and was sure to stick out like a priceless gem in the mud among all of these country folk. He had hoped to get a start on his search at the dance the night before, but had found no good prospects. He awaited the next evening, therefore, to resume his search in earnest.

Until he saw the likeness.

“Wait a moment,” he said, his voice cold and clipped. The entire party had been on their way outside, but they all stopped at his command, even the oblivious Mrs. Bennet. People generally did do as he said when he used that tone. “Who is this? Whose likeness is this?” He leaned forward, squinting at the drawing. There were a number of them framed on the wall in the hallway. The one that had caught his eye was one of a young girl, no more than two or three years of age, her hair up and her face clear. A drawing might lie, but that face never could. Mr. Darcy reminded himself to breathe, taking in the implications.

There she was, there on the wall of the Bennet home.

He had found his mark.

“Oh, those are of all the girls!” Mrs. Bennet said. “We had them drawn when they were young. Come now, let’s be off!”

He raised one steady finger, pointing at the face. “Which girl is this?”

Mrs. Bennet came back and peered at the drawing, as if she was unsure. “Well that’s Lizzie, of course! Now come; the day is spending itself outside.”

5.

 

 

The weather had a way of turning in the countryside.

Elizabeth had traveled on foot much further than she had originally meant to, intent on avoiding another encounter with Mr. Darcy. Something about him… she could not define it, was not sure of it at all, but something about him made her uneasy.

Something about him also made her feel strangely alive. And she remembered more and more of her dreams as she wandered down the lane, far away now from the Bennet house. So it was that she found herself distracted, alone, and far from shelter when the weather turned.

The first raindrops fell few and fat, spattering the dirt and dragging up the smell of a storm to come. The sky grew ominously dark. “Of course, I’ve no idea how far I am,” she muttered. She seemed to have been walking for hours. Likely she was closer to town now, were she to keep going, than she was to her home should she deign to turn around. Since the storm promised to be intense, she made a quick decision to push on, hoping to find shelter soon. Otherwise, she thought grimly, she would have to make shift beneath the scarce boughs of the trees that lined the lane. Precious little would they do.

What she really wanted was a roaring fire in a warm room with a soft, thick rug to spread out on, as she had in her dreams last night. To be clear, it had been Mr. Darcy who had spread her out in the dreams. His eyes were so bewitching, his voice so commanding, she had done everything he had asked of her. She blushed even now, remembering. She was not typically given to such fantasies. But in the night she had awoken more than once to find her own hand had wandered between her legs, rubbing, toying, caressing, doing the things that Mr. Darcy had been doing in her dreams.

He had called her “my Elizabeth.” He had told her of his desires, and she had complied, giving herself to him in every way imaginable. He had kissed every inch of her body, licking, teasing, sometimes biting. He had held her close and she had taken in his scent, his musk, as he had penetrated her, pushing his manhood deep into the sacred grove of her virginity.

It had been during that particular dream that she had awoken to find her bedding conspicuously wet.

Elizabeth sighed, snapping out of it. She was about to be wet in a far less pleasant manner if she did not hurry along.

What a strange feeling it was to have such hunger, such desire for a man, and yet to feel as though she should do every thing she could to stay clear of him. Perhaps it was her desire itself that led her to detach from him. Perhaps it was some deeply embedded modesty, some virtue taught to her to steer clear of lustful thoughts and temptations.

For between the dreams of passion and pleasure she had experienced waking bouts of fear.

Her thoughts were finally silenced when she came upon a house. The lane opened on the back of a garden, which led to an estate. Voices poured out and Elizabeth slowed to look and listen.

6.

 

 

Men. Everywhere she looked, men swarmed the house. They went in and out, they stood about talking and scribbling notes. Someone noticed her and began crossing the garden.

“Excuse me, m’am,” he said. “You wouldn’t happen to be heading to this house, would you?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know this house, sir. I am only on a walk, you see, but I thought I might seek shelter where I may, as the storm seems about to break.”

A breeze gusted up and a fresh spatter of rain fell upon them even as she said these things. The man nodded.

“I see. Well, that’s all well and good, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to move along, m’am. This house is closed for business at the moment.”

Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. “Closed? It looks quite busy to me.”

The rain began to pick up. Elizabeth softly admonished herself for not dressing for a change in the weather; a few more minutes of this, and she would be soaked through. She would likely catch her death of cold. Not to mention how indecent she would be before all these men with her white garments drenched and clinging to her body, leaving little to the imagination. Already she felt her nipples had hardened against the chill.

The man scratched his head. “Yes, I suppose it does. But appearances can be deceiving. Here, miss, ah, m’am, ah…” He floundered, blushing, and removed his dark outer coat. Elizabeth noticed for the first time that he was quite handsome, in his way. “Take this, anyway. Least I can do.” He offered the garment to her.

“I couldn’t,” she said demurely. “I’m not in the habit of accepting gifts from strange men, sir. Or indeed from strangers at all.”

“Please.”

“No, I insist.”

“Then let me introduce myself. Name is Inspector Gerald, miss.”

“Ah.” So he wasn’t a gentleman, then, but a working man. And an inspector? “What are you inspecting, sir?”

“I’m afraid that’s not for public knowledge. Here, allow me.” And before she could refuse him again, he had draped the garment over her shoulders. Its comfortable weight immediately brought respite from the rain and warmth to her body.

“I thank you, Inspector.”

“Say nothing of it. But you must be on your way. This is not a public space at the moment, I’m sorry.”

Just then a scream rang out from inside the house. A general commotion followed as some of the men—other inspectors, Elizabeth wondered?—rushed to the door, but they arrived too late to stop a woman from running out into the garden.

She was in her nightgown, the original color of which must have been white, but it was so drenched with blood that it fairly shone crimson. She managed to escape the house and take several steps onto the garden path before collapsing to her knees and screaming again.

“Heavens!” Elizabeth strode toward the woman. “Are you alright?”

“Miss, come back!” Inspector Gerald tried to stop her, but in vain. The woman’s scream had touched some deep well of pity within Elizabeth, and she needed to be by her side.

“Are you alright?” She reached the woman and knelt beside her, wrapping an arm around her. The woman trembled.

“D… d- d- dead,” she stuttered. “All dead!”

“Who is dead? What are you saying?” Elizabeth rubbed the woman’s arm, doing her best to keep her voice calm. The poor creature was obviously in shock. Or worse, hysterics.

“All of them,” she replied. “All dead. All, every one, down to the children. Not one left alive.” 

Firm hands grasped Elizabeth by the shoulders and lifted her to her feet. “Alright, miss, I really must insist that you clear the area. We’ll take this from here.”

Some of the men helped the bloodied woman to her feet and led her to a chair on the porch.

“What did she say to you?” Inspector Gerald squinted at Elizabeth, his voice a little less charming, a little more businesslike.

She told him. He sighed through his nose.

“But what does she mean?” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t understand.”

The inspector led her back to the lane. “I know this is the stupidest thing to say after what you’ve just seen, but I beg you, put this out of your mind, miss. We are professionals, and we will get to the bottom of this and help that poor woman.”

Elizabeth nodded, giving in. She would walk back home, shielded as she was with the heavy woolen jacket, and would do what she could to wash the memory of the blood-soaked woman from her mind. What else could she do?

Suddenly the awkward diversion of Mr. Darcy, who, just a few moments ago, had seemed so troubling, seemed desirable in comparison.

But just as she turned back onto the lane, putting the garden behind her, the woman on the porch rose to her feet once again and screamed to Elizabeth.

“Run! Run for your life, girl! None of us are safe! The vampyre has come!”

Elizabeth stopped cold.

All around her, the world seemed devoid of sound and color. And in her mind, loud as cathedral bells, she heard again the horrible, wonderful thing Mr. Darcy had whispered to her, just beneath his breath, at the dance.

It took a new meaning.

“I long to taste you.”
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1.

 

 

“I simply cannot understand why you will not venture down the lane to speak with these inspectors and learn all you can!” Mrs. Bennet made a show of smoothing out the front of her day dress as she took her seat. If she made any attempt to conceal the excitement brimming in her voice, Elizabeth did not hear it. “Can you not see how it vexes me, how my poor nerves have been worked raw from not knowing all day if there is a prowler about? If we are in danger? And think of the girls, heavens! What sort of shock they must all be in!”

Mr. Bennet stood with one hand resting atop the mantle of the drawing room fire, the lines of his gentle face set into a permanent frown. “I understand your desire for information, my dear. Indeed I understand it better than most, as I have known you longest. But I am sure the men at work require space to complete their task, and that any lingering danger in the area will be addressed by the time said task is completed.”

“By the time said task—oh, oh heavens! Lizzie!” Mrs. Bennet reached to her second eldest daughter, Elizabeth, who had just taken a seat beside her befuddled mother. “Whatever does he mean? What is this task to which he alludes? More of this ghastly business, no doubt?”

Mr. Bennet sighed quietly and bowed, making his excuses, before retiring to the library.

“Now mother,” Elizabeth said, “I am sure he only means that the inspectors need time to… well, to inspect.”

“Yes, but in the meantime, who is looking after us? What is to become of us if some misfortune should fall upon this house?”

Elizabeth patted her mother’s cloying hands. “We are all here together, mother. Should any danger present itself, we will face it with the power of our unity, as a family.”

“Oh!” Her answer seemed only to agitate her mother more, so after a time, seeing nothing she could say would have any positive effect, she too excused herself in want of fresh air and some respite from the perpetual groans and sighs filling the room.

“Poor mother.” Jane, Elizabeth’s elder sister, waited by the entryway. “She will never be happy until she hears every tale to be told.”

“At least every tale in the neighborhood,” Elizabeth replied softly. “Come, let’s take the air.”

The Bennet house was a modest country house on a modest country estate, and would have been a perfectly suitable home for any of the girls to inherit, had it not been tied to a pesky stipulation. Only a male heir could take possession of the property upon the passing of Mr. Bennet, and he and his wife had produced only daughters. Perhaps it was not without reason, therefore, that Mrs. Bennet was in a constant state of worry, as both she and her husband were getting along in years. But her proclivity to gossip bored Elizabeth, and the more time passed, the more she found her chief solace lie outside the house, where she could breathe, walk, and speak more freely.

“I do wish this had not happened so close to our home,” Jane said as they strode into the garden together. “And not… well, is it terribly selfish of me, Lizzie, to wish that hadn’t happened just now, just when Mr. Bingley had begun to… that is, I flatter myself to think that perhaps… oh, I don’t—”

“Yes, dear sister, he has indeed shown an interest in you, and you need not be coy with me.” She smiled a moment, but it soon fell. “Only, I wish now more than ever that you would break off this interest and forget him.”

Jane was silent a moment. “You cannot mean that, Lizzie.” Her voice had grown tight.

“Indeed I do. Listen to me. I do not yet understand the extent of his involvement, but I am uneasy regarding the circumstance of the tragedy I witnessed and its timing with regards to the arrival of Mr.s Bingley and Darcy in the neighborhood.”

Jane scoffed. “This is some joke. It’s a coincidence, Lizzie, nothing more! What, do you honestly expect me to believe that a gentleman of either of their standing would have had anything to do with such a grizzly thing?”

“I don’t expect you to believe anything. But I hope for you to trust your sister, who has loved you all her life.”

“That’s not fair.” Jane stopped walking. When Elizabeth met her sister’s eyes, she saw them ringed red. “He’s the first man of quality to even look at me, Lizzie, let alone pursue me. You can’t really expect me to put him off just because you have a bad feeling.”

“People have died, Jane. I saw the house. It was…” Memories flashed. A woman, screaming, covered in blood. Her trembling frame. Her haunting words of warning. “It was a nightmare.”

“I do not doubt that.” Jane resumed walking. “I only doubt the involvement of either gentleman. You’ve no proof of any kind?”

Elizabeth held her breath. She had not told her sister of Mr. Darcy’s words to her on the night they’d met. At first they had seemed the foulest of improprieties. Now they filled her with fear and apprehension. Still, she could not bring herself to voice them. She shook her head.

“Then I will not be swayed. Not until some proof comes to light. Be reasonable, Lizzie. Someday we will look back on this dreadful day, and be glad that some good came out of it. I believe that good will be Mr. Bingley.”

Elizabeth could only hope her sister was right.

2.

 

 

“Cover your face.” Lieutenant Fink handed a kerchief to Inspector Gerard, who shook his head.

“I can hold my lunch,” he replied.

Fink pushed the kerchief into his hand. “It’s not about that. I don’t want you contaminating the crime scene.”

Gerard sniffed, tied the cloth around his mouth and nose, and pushed the door open.

The sight was far worse than anything he could have prepared for. Blood was everywhere, viscous, gathered in pools and splashes. From just within the entryway he spotted the first body, a pair of feet at the base of the stairs, the rest of it hidden by a dividing wall.

Perhaps he should have been glad of the kerchief.

A half-hour later he had made his observations and was outside, trying his best to forget the sights and smells. He crossed the garden and parted a few low-hanging boughs, glancing up and down the country lane just past its boundary.

“She’s long gone,” a familiar voice said from behind him.

“I don’t know what you could mean.” He turned, feeling a bit of heat rise to his cheeks. His partner, Inspector Davis, grinned wolfishly.

“Sure you don’t. Keep telling yourself that. But I have eyes, you know.”

Gerard nodded and headed back into the garden with Davis. “And what have your eyes told you about the scene?”

Davis grew sombre. “Nothing good. You been inside?”

“Got the full tour.”

They were silent a moment. Davis scratched his chin where a bit of stubble had appeared. Gerard had some of that, too, he supposed. Came with the territory. There was precious little time to pamper oneself with a proper shave.

“What’d they say the woman—the witness—was saying?”

“She was out of her mind,” Gerard said. “Poor woman. Something about a vampyre.”

A cloud passed over Davis’ face.

“You don’t think—”

“No,” Davis said. “I absolutely do not. But we had better do our due diligence all the same. Cross your fingers and pray to God this is completely unrelated, but… one cannot be too careful.”

“No,” Gerard agreed. He turned back to face the lane. “We’d best be off, then. Lots of ground to cover.” He frowned at the sky, still cloudy.

“Indeed.”

3.

 

 

“I should probably get out of the house,” Mr. Bennet said with a knowing smile. “At any rate, she will be happier even if she only believes I am going about, gathering information from door to door.”

Elizabeth returned her father’s smile and listened to his footsteps as he left the library and headed outside. She took a deep breath. Alone, then, in the study, with all the materials to which she had access, she began skimming the titles of books, looking for anything that might illuminate this latest mystery.

“Songs of the Sea,” she mumbled to herself, shaking her head and moving on to the next title. “Dictionary of Common Terms… New and Most Fashionable Pieces for the Harp and Pianoforte… no, no.” She sighed. This was a practical family library, not a reserve of deep, hidden knowledge. Where to begin?

Her eyes stopped on a small, dull tome. She pulled it out and blew dust from the cover. “Mysteries Most Fantastyck,” she read. It was most likely a fiction, but it sounded more likely to involve her query than anything else. She took a quick breath when, upon opening it, she realized it was an encyclopaedia of sorts rather than a novel. There was promise after all. She flipped to the entry, which read as follows:

“Vampyre: creature of the devil, creature of the night. You will know a vampyre by the following signs: the recent death of a loved one or community member, especially by the wasting sickness, and the disturbance of their grave; a blood moon or no moon at all; a sudden or otherwise inexplicable onset of the wasting sickness among friends or family of the deceased; and finally, the most bloody and gruesome deaths imaginable. This most foul abomination is to be avoided at all costs, but if it cannot be, then the body of the vampyre must be exhumed, the heart cut out, dried, ground into a powder, and consumed by all infected parties, and the body destroyed by fyre.”

Elizabeth fell back in a chair, releasing the breath she hadn’t realized she had been holding. This was a grisly business indeed. But such terrible cures were surely nothing more than folklore? And if a supernatural creature of the devil were indeed responsible for the murders up the lane, would the neighborhood not be better off recruiting a priest to counter said diabolical powers?

“That’s an odd looking book.” Elizabeth startled at the voice and dropped the encyclopaedia on the floor. It landed with a hollow thud.

“Mary! You gave me a scare.”

Her younger sister Mary was an odd sort, and she seemed particularly odd this morning. Her face, always fair, looked exceptionally pale. Her mien, always sombre, occasionally morose, seemed altered to Elizabeth. Was that mischief, even, twinkling in her sister’s eyes?

“I apologize, dear sister,” Mary said in her quiet, monotone voice. “It was not intended. But you must know I frequently come to the library to study.”

“Ah, yes, of course.” To study what, Elizabeth almost asked, but thought better of it. She had heard enough of Mary’s soliloquies on whatever subject—usually highly moralized—had captured her interest at any given time. “I’ll just be on my way.” She moved to pick up the book, but Mary bent down and scooped it up with something like a smile.

“No need,” she said. “We can study together. What are we reading about?”

Through the open window the sound of horses in the lane interrupted their conversation. Elizabeth took the book from Mary, distracted for a moment, and replaced it on the shelf before joining her at the window.

“We have many visitors of late,” Mary said. Her tone had resumed its typical lack of jolity.

“Yes.” Elizabeth frowned. It was Mr. Bingley, no doubt come to call on Jane again.

And Mr. Darcy was with him.

Mr. Bringley dismounted, asking immediately after the safety of everyone in the house. Jane, who had come to the door behind Hild, the servant, assured him that they were well. Then Mrs. Bennet arrived behind Jane and made much over Mr. Bingley’s arrival.

“How perfectly gentlemanly of you, Mr. Bingley! How gallant! I only wish there were more men in the neighborhood who were willing to leave the safety of their own homes to make sure of the safety of others!” As she said these words her voice grew smug and self-righteous, and Elizabeth, who had left the library and joined the party, knew that her mother was referring indirectly to Mr. Bennet.

“I am so very relieved,” Mr. Bingley said, “to find you all well, m’am. And I am especially glad of seeing you again, Miss Bennet.” He smiled at Jane as he said this last bit, then looked up to their mother. “Might I ask your permission, m’am, to escort your daughter on a walk? I am sure that taking some air would do us all good after the horrors that have come. We will be sure to take the lane in the opposite direction.”

“Heavens, yes!” Mrs. Bennet cried. “Please, go and at once, and take your time, sweet Jane, take all the time you need.” She nodded and smiled as she said this, doubtless unaware of the impropriety her own manner implied.

“Without a chaperone?” Mary asked. All turned to see her frowning, pale face. “Honestly, mother. I am amazed you would allow it.”

“I will be their chaperone,” Mr. Darcy said.

“Well,” Mrs. Bennet simpered, “that’s all settled, then. Mary, go and practice your pianoforte.”

A knot tightened in Elizabeth’s stomach. She could not allow Jane to leave the house alone with the gentlemen; not after recent events. She would never forgive herself if anything were to happen to the sweetest person she knew.

“I’m coming too,” she said, tying on a bonnet as she stepped through the entryway.

Mr. Darcy inclined his head. “As you will, Ms. Bennet.”

4.

 

 

Inspector Gerald was tired. He and Davis had been up and down the lane for hours, trudging through yards and gardens to track down anyone living in the neighborhood to check on their safety and root for information. So far no one had known anything, though plenty of the neighbors had had questions of their own.

“How many killers are there?”

“How did they get up from the city?”

“Is it true the house was packed with bodies, wall to wall?”

He rubbed his temples. People had questions, he could understand that. Some deserved an answer. Most did not.

“Here’s another one,” Davis said, nodding ahead. The trees on the right side of the lane opened into a pleasant, modest garden, which led up to a pleasant, modest house. The sound of horses neighing drifted gently through the property from a little stable set off to the side.

“Hello the house!” Gerald called. The door swung open to reveal a servant woman as the two men approached. “Good morning, lady. Is the lord of the house at home?”

“He is not.” She did not elaborate.

Davis cleared his throat. “Is everyone well?”

“All’s well that’s here, if that’s who you mean.”

Davis raised his eyebrows.

“Hild?” A woman’s voice called from inside. “Oh, Hild! Whatever are you doing, standing at the door? The draft will be the death of me!”

The servant—Hild, presumedly—turned to call over her shoulder. “Strangers, m’am. Asking after the well-being of the household.”

The woman who had spoken appeared. She was middle-aged, dressed somewhat shabily, and had an air of extreme discomfort. “Yes?” she said. “And who might you be?”

Gerald inclined his head in a sort of bow. “Goodday, lady. I am Inspector Gerald, and this is my associate, Inspector Davis.”

“Oh!” The woman’s demeanor changed somewhat as a flicker of interest passed over her face. “Inspectors? Are you here because of the dreadful thing that has happened down the way? You know, we are some of their closest neighbors. Any information you have that could help us ensure our safety, anything at all you can tell us about what happened or what you have seen—”

Gerald held up a hand, pausing her mid-sentence. He’d dealt with enough busibodies for one day. “If you’ve already heard the news, m’am, we’ve nothing new to tell you. There has indeed been an incident, and we’re here to make sure everything looks well here, and to learn anything we can from you about it.”

“From me?” The woman pressed a hand to her breast and her eyes lit up, as if all her life she had been waiting for someone to come along and ask for her opinion on something, and it had not yet happened. “Well, gentlemen, you are in luck! It just so happens I am the foremost authority on the goings-on in this part of the countryside, and I am only too happy to fill your ear with everything I know. Please, please! Come in! It’s only a shame my dear Lizzie is out for a stroll, or she would be the one to tell you all about what she saw. Only, perhaps you’d like to stay for tea, and then you may still be here when she returns? Not that she knows much of anything useful, really. Sweet Lydia is at home, and her stories are far more diverting. Lydia? Come down here, love! We have callers who wish to hear news of the neighbors! Come in, come in!”

As she spoke, the ushered them inside and called up a staircase by turns. But Gerald was stopped short by her mention of a girl who had seen something.

“Excuse me,” he said, interrupting her. “But did you say just now that a member of your household saw something odd?”

“Odd, oh heavens! I’m not sure that’s word enough for it!”

Davis pulled out a scrap of paper, nodding. “And this girl is out of the house just now?”

“Yes, yes. She simply insisted on going with my sweet Jane and her beau, a Mr. Bingley—perhaps you know of him? A fine gentleman indeed—though I know not why, as his companion, Mr. Darcy, is a most disagreeable sort. He paid Lizzie the cruelest slight just days ago. But I don’t know. They say he has… goodness, they say he has ten thousand per annum! So perhaps Lizzie has changed her tune.” Her eyes sparkled.

“Indeed,” Davis replied. “Do you happen to know in which direction they went?”

The woman frowned. “I’ve no idea. But there’s no need to go after them; they’ll be alright. It’s us you should be worried about. And come now, I have ever so much to tell you!”

“How can you be sure of their safety?” Gerald asked.

“Because they expressly told me they intended to go in the opposite direction as that house of horrors! They have no wish to revisit it, believe me. I—here now, where are you going? Come back! I have so much more to tell you!”

Outside the house Gerald found tracks. A group of perhaps four had left and headed toward the lane, then continued on to the west, away from the scene of the murders.

He pursued.

5.

 

 

The day was overcast but not cold, and if Elizabeth felt a chill it came not from the weather but rather from the company. Her sister and Mr. Bingley walked side by side about fifty paces ahead. Jane seemed so very happy. Her escort laughed and spoke in an animated voice. They were the picture of a perfect couple.

But Elizabeth, trailing behind, walked in silence. Beside her strode her own self-appointed escort. Mr. Darcy proved taciturn for the first full five minutes. When Jane and Mr. Bingley seemed finally out of earshot from quiet conversation, he enquired after her health.

“I am well, thank you,” she replied. “And you, sir?”

“Well enough, thank you. Though no one enjoys being near the sort of sordid affair that has taken place now.”

“No indeed.”

As before, Elizabeth experienced an odd mixture of sensations being in his presence. There was fear and uncertainty, yes, and perhaps doubly so, now that she had witnessed the inexplicable events of the morning. But there was also something else, something just as primal, just as bestial, but of an entirely different nature roiling in her loins.

Mr. Darcy was, simply put, the most attractive man upon which she had ever lain eyes. And with his mystique, his lofty bearing, his quiet manner—such a combination was difficult to resist on a purely biological level.

“I suppose I should thank you, Mr. Darcy,” she said, “for coming to check on my family. My mother has been out of sorts all morning. She must appreciate the consideration.”

He inclined his head ever so slightly. “And do you appreciate it, Miss Elizabeth?”

“I appreciate the air. The walk.” She could not bring herself to include “the company.”

“At any rate, I am here for Bingley.”

“Ah.”

“He has a heart of gold, that man, but sometimes it is far larger than his head. He needs looking after, from time to time, by someone of a… cooler temprement.”

“And that someone is you?” She thought of his scandalous words to her at the ball and wrinkled her brow, finding the implication ridiculous. Mr. Darcy may be aloof, but he was not prudent.

“It is, yes, at present.”

“You do not consider yourself someone given to fits of passion, then?”

“Certainly not.”

Elizabeth paused. When she spoke again, her voice was barely audible. “And what of the thing you said to me?”

Mr. Darcy frowned. “I beg your pardon?”

“What you said to me. Just two nights ago, the night we met. Just as I was leaving—do you not recall?”

“I do not. I do not recall addressing you directly at any point in the evening.”

She stopped completely, jaw agape. “Are you honestly going to deny it?”

“Miss Elizabeth, I do not know what you mean. Perhaps you would care to refresh my memory?”

“You… oh, goodness.” She cleared her throat. He looked earnest, waiting patiently. Did he truly not recall? How was that possible? No. He must be ashamed of himself, and he thought that by denying it had ever happened, he could escape the consequences of his innapproriate words. That had to be it.

She had just worked up the nerve to repeat to him, word for word, his lewd statement, when thunder broke. Mr. Darcy glanced upward, his frown deepening. “It rains a great deal in the country,” he said.

“Do you hear that, Darcy?” Mr. Bingley had turned around, a hand to his ear.

“Of course we heard it, man. Thunder.”

“No—listen!”

All four grew still. Elizabeth’s eyes widened. From further up the lane she heard the pounding of hooves, as if the devil himself were beating a horse to run as fast as it could. When the mount and rider came into view, she decided her guess might not be far off.

“Get off the road,” Mr. Darcy commanded, taking her by the arm. She recoiled from his touch, not wanting to be taken against her will, but his grip was like iron. He directed her off the lane and behind a stand of trees just to the side. Ahead, Jane and Mr. Bingley had done the same.

“I do not require your assistance, sir,” she seethed. Even hidden as they now were, he retained his hold on her. She made to break free once more. In response, he grabbed her other arm.

“Be still,” he said. Something in his voice caused her to obey.

The horse was as black as the night, and it frothed at the mouth as it galloped past. Its rider gave nothing away. He—Elizabeth assumed a man from the strength of his build—was cloaked and hooded, his identity a mystery, all in thick black cloth. In a moment he was gone. But for just the instant when he rode past, all the levity Elizabeth had ever known seemed to shrivel and die, as if the world would never know laughter again.

Mr. Darcy’s hands relaxed but remained on her arms.

“I believe the danger is past,” she said softly.

“Let us wait a moment to see.”

He stood behind her, so close she thought she could feel his breath gently against the skin of her neck. It raised goose pimples, but they were not of fear. They were of pleasure. His hands, so strong and inescapable, radiated warmth into her skin, and she realized she had not known she had been chilled. He felt good, even holding her so unromantically. Strong. Capable. Utterly desirable.

When she spoke again she did little to mask the emotion in her voice.

“Have you decided I am yours to protect, Mr. Darcy?”

“I would not take such a claim lightly,” he replied, softly and warmly.

Elizabeth turned to face him. For a moment they locked eyes and said nothing. She willed herself past all the fear and desire warring within her and just gazed into the wells of his soul.

He was beautiful.

“But if I needed protection?” she whispered.

“Then I would claim you, yes. I would indeed.”

He let go of her and took a step back. Elizabeth broke eye contact with him, even though her body fairly cried out to fall into his arms, and glanced back to the lane. Jane and Mr. Bingley had come out of hiding.

“Who was that?” Jane asked.

Mr. Darcy strode out to meet them. “I do not know. But it is clearly unsafe to be outside. Bingley, we should escort the ladies home immediately.”

Mr. Bingley nodded. “I’m afraid I agree. Jane, we will stay with your family for the day, if you wish it. I would by no means leave you without protection while such men are riding about. Darcy, you will remain as well?”

Elizabeth looked at Mr. Darcy, the question in her eyes, but said nothing. He glanced back and for a moment their eyes met again. Warmth spread through her body, blush rose to her cheeks, and the longings of her lustful dreams sprang to mind. Oh, the things she could do with Mr. Darcy if she were given an empty house. Or bed.

Or stable.

“Yes, I believe I shall.”
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1.

 

 

“I believe we shall lose them in the rain if we do not find them soon.” Inspector Davis groused as he walked, his considerable weight shifting from left to right and back. His partner, Inspector Gerald, shook his head.

“I do not believe the clouds will break. Neither will they leave the lane. Soon we will eclipse them or they will turn to meet us, one or the other. Either way we will find our query.”

Davis wheezed some unintelligible reply, which Gerald ignored. His partner often had trouble keeping up on the road.

“Hold.” Gerald held up a hand and squinted, trying to make sense of the tracks. It looked as if one pair veered off into the line of trees to the right, and the second did the same not fifty paces ahead. But the tracks returned to the trail and continued on. The new tracks were composed of many partial prints, as if the travelers had moved with haste after resuming their journey.

“Stopped for a little tryst in the woods, you think?” Davis’ words slurred between puffs of air.

Gerald shook his head. “I think not. See how quickly they moved after? No. They left the path for but a moment, I think, because they saw something.”

“And chased after it?”

Gerald frowned, scanning the ground. Hoof prints were far more common in the lane, and he had not thought to analyze them up till this point as he knew the party they sought traveled by foot. But now he noticed a track heading east, back the way they had come, that had torn up the dirt on the right side of the path. Whoever the rider had been, they had driven their mount at a gallop.

“More like fled from it,” he said. He removed a kerchief and wiped his forehead. A few beads of sweat had gathered in the heat of the day.

Davis saw the tracks. “You think we ought to pursue the rider?”

Gerald cocked his head to the side. “We could split up.”

Davis grinned. “You want to keep after the girl.”

“I do.”

“You devil.”

Gerald tilted up his chin. “I’ll have none of that talk, now. There’s a real devil at work somewhere out here.”

“That’s true enough.” Davis planted his hands at his waist and sighed, looking back the way they’d come. “Alright, then. But I’ll be taking it at my own pace. I can’t trot about all day the way I used to. I’m not a young scrapper anymore the way you are.”

Gerald chuffed. “Be careful, Davis.”

“Aye. You do the same.”

2.

 

 

Elizabeth Bennet stood at the stoop, waiting for someone to answer the door. When no one did, she let herself in, frowning.

“Hill?”

There was no answer.

She turned over her shoulder to the kind face of Mr. Bingley, who stood behind her sister, Jane. “Give us but one moment, sir,” she said. “We should inform the house that we have brought guests.”

“But of course, miss,” he said with a bow.

Moments later Elizabeth and Jane had scoured the house only to find it empty.

“In a strange day full of strange happenings, this feels the strangest yet,” Jane said.

“You have not seen what I have seen,” Elizabeth replied. “Still, sister, this does not feel well, you have hit that right.”

“Is everything well, Miss Bennet?” Mr. Bingley called from the yard.

“Hardly, I’m afraid.” Elizabeth returned to the door, Jane at her heels. “No one is at home. It is some mystery, and not the sort we need right now. I only hope they are all well.”

“At least Father is with them,” Jane said.

“I’m not sure,” Elizabeth said. “I believe he was heading out on his own this morning. If the girls went out, it’s likely it was only with Mother. And Hill, apparently.”

Jane’s face fell a little. Both of them knew their mother was the least sensible person in the family—perhaps after Lydia, who at least had the fault of her youth to blame.

“We will remain, as pledged,” Mr. Bingley said. “I will not leave you to an empty house in the midst of all this unpleasantness. But Jane, you look pale! You must sit and rest. What can my companion and I do? May we serve you tea?”

Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. “You serve us, sir? Is this an activity in which you are well versed?”

Mr. Bingley smiled enthusiastically. “I have had the pleasure of serving my sisters in the past, when the servants were furloughed. It was a sort of game, I suppose. And I will not be along in the task.” He gestured at his companion.

“And you, Mr. Darcy?” Elizabeth asked with a gentle lilt in her voice. Perhaps levity would help dissipate the cloud of gloom and mystery about him.

Mr. Darcy gave a little bow of his head. “I am familiar with the procedure, Miss.”

“Please do sit and rest,” Mr. Bingley said. “We will serve you presently.”

A little while later Elizabeth and Jane had taken seats in the drawing room and the gentlemen brought serving trays laden with tea and biscuits. Then, having no one else to distract them with inane conversation, Jane and Mr. Bingley soon found themselves engrossed in each other’s company, leaving Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy to fend for themselves on the opposite side of the room.

“Where did you find these?” Elizabeth asked, lifting a biscuit and smiling bemusedly.

“A kitchen is no mystery,” Mr. Darcy replied.

“But you are, Mr. Darcy. A man of the kitchen?”

He blew a little air out of his nose. Was it a laugh, she wondered? Like everything else about him, it was reserved, aloof.

Everything except the words he had now denounced.

She frowned at the thought but decided not to bring it up again just now. Her first attempt had yielded precious little of value.

“You are also a mystery,” he said. She looked up from her tea, puzzled.

“How so?”

“I have been spending the better part of a night and day trying to reconcile my observations. You are not the head of this family—indeed, not even the eldest child—but you seem both the most sensible. Do you feel the burden?”

Elizabeth felt her back straighten a little. “Sir, I must misunderstand you. Surely you do not mean to offer me insult.”

He frowned. “No, I do not. Did you clearly not hear—”

“I heard you disparage my parents and family and make mockery of me. This was not your intention?”

His face blanched. Elizabeth stood. To his cold credit, he immediately rose as well.

“I thank you for the tea, sir. And I bid you good day.”

“Elizabeth, I—”

She turned on her heel and left the room.

3.

 

 

The morning had been warm. As the sun climbed higher in the sky it only got warmer, and soon Inspector Davis was mopping sweat from his brow. Stupid, stupid. He knew he should have requisitioned a couple of mounts. But no, Gerald had been adamant that they get underway without the hassle. Ridiculous. Horses would have saved them time in the end; it wouldn’t have mattered how long it had taken to get them. But a man like that couldn’t be reasoned with.

A man seeking a woman.

“Oh, Lord,” Davis panted, gripping the stitch in his side. “Preserve me.” Heavens knew he’d done nothing in all his years of good living to preserve himself.

His mouth grew dry but he pressed on. His feet, sore, but he pressed on. He could already taste the good English beer waiting for him back at headquarters. But when he began to grow dizzy he paused, bending at the waist with hands on his knees, to catch his breath. No beer was worth passing out on a country lane with a murderer on the loose.

Probably.

When everything grew dim he grew truly concerned for the first time. Had he pushed himself that far, really? He gazed up, ready to blink away the sun, but found a strange sight. He wasn’t losing his vision. Clouds, dark and ominous, had rolled in seemingly from nowhere to obscure the light. The country lane took on an eerie shadowed hue, feeling less like a backwoods trail and more like a city alleyway. Davis drew himself up with a sniffle.

“Odd,” he muttered.

Then the ringing started.

He spun around looking for the source and found nothing. He swatted at his ears and earned only a very brief respite. Was it from within or without? He wasn’t sure. But it was growing. If it kept up its maddening crescendo all the way to headquarters, he’d go deaf by the time he arrived. Or mad.

He didn’t have to bother with it for long.

Soon a new sound emerged from the steady tone. Hoofbeats.

“Ah,” he said, crouching in the middle of the lane. “Someone’s in a hurry. But are you friend or foe?”

The moment he spotted the rider he felt chill, but he brushed the feeling aside. He’d been sweating for hours and was just now standing still. It was only natural he’d catch a chill in the sudden shadow. Nevermind, he thought. Soon he’d be plodding on again.

But the speed at which the rider approached was unnerving, he had to admit. He drew himself up again to his full height and held both hands out.

“Ho there,” he shouted. “Slow down! A few questions, friend!”

The rider rode a black horse and was himself dressed darkly. A black hooded cloak concealed his features, and he did not slow as he approached, but barreled directly toward Davis.

“I say, slow down!”

The black horse neighed and its rider spurred it forward, digging in his heels with a little kick. Davis’ eyes widened at the sight. The man had no intention of stopping to answer his questions. Rather, he seemed determine to run him down in the road!

“Goodness!” He leapt to the side just in time to avoid being trampled and fell hard on packed dirt, losing his wind and twisting something in his arm. “Gah!”

He lay there a minute, trying to catch his breath, before he realized two things. First, that the ringing had intensified. Second that the sound of the galloping horse had vanished.

“What the…?”

Then he heard a new sound.

The rider was slowly returning.

4.

 

 

Elizabeth sat at the table before her mirror in her bedroom. Her cheeks were far too flushed for her taste.

Why did he affect her so?

There was no reason. No reason at all. He was proud, arrogant, rude, inappropriate, insulting. His lewd comment and his repugnant denial, his aloof detachedness until he had a moment alone with her by the lane, when he held her body close to his under the pretense of protecting her, and now his affront to her family, and spoken plainly to her face, no less—it was all simply beyond the pale.

So why was she so flushed?

It was anger, she told herself. The very existence of such a man, let alone her unwelcome insertion into her sphere, was an abhorrent thing. Who of rational mind and pleasant disposition would feel otherwise?

Mr. Bingley, perhaps.

But he was blinded by friendship. Ah, and he was just the sort to be blinded by such, for he and Jane were too alike; both always eager to see the good in everyone, and to augment it in their own minds, so that they could fairly convince themselves that anyone was in possession of a character of quality.

Such was surely not the case with Mr. Darcy. Of that she was now all too sure. How foolish, how childish of her to have played the damsel and the hostess and to have entered into his games. No more would she allow him near her. Nevermind the warmth of his hands, the strength of his arms, so manly in every way, or the wild, musky scent that drifted just beneath the gentlemanly air about him.

She sighed in exasperation, noting the faint color rising to her cheeks once more as she thought of him.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a gentle knock at the door.

“Miss Bennet?” a man’s voice called.

Mr. Darcy’s voice.

Elizabeth’s breath caught. For a moment she felt like a hunted animal, alone in her room with the unwanted man at the door. Good heavens! The impropriety! Had he even stopped to consider it?

“Yes?” she finally answered, having realized she had been silent some time.

“It would give me great pleasure if you would rejoin me downstairs, where I wish to make my apologies in earnest. After this I will leave you to your thoughts if that is your wish.”

She paused, considering a response, and heard his footfalls as he left her door and took the stairs back down.

So there was something of a gentleman in him, after all.

Ten minutes later, after regaining her composure and refreshing herself as best she could, she descended to find Mr. Darcy playing chaperone to her sister and her suitor, who continued to speak and laugh in animated voices, without a care in the world.

Upon seeing her, Mr. Darcy rose. He didn’t smile, exactly—not as his jovial companion, at least—but there was some pleasant grace about him, some tell in his eyes that he was made happy by her presence.

“Miss Elizabeth,” he said, his eyes on her own.

“Mr. Darcy.” She made a small courtesy.

“I am most pleased you have returned.”

She almost replied that she could tell, but thought better of it and bit her tongue. She had made up her mind not to engage in playful banter with him, no matter how sharp his wit. She would not be seduced.

Instead, she took a seat and resumed her tea, still on the tray beside her. “Has there been any news?” she asked.

“None.” He gave a small shake of his head. “The house remains empty, but for the four of us. And the day begins to grow long. I am most anxious for the safety of your family.”

“Truly? I was under the impression you found them a most insensible lot.”

“Those were rude words. I… I was rude. I should not have said them. I beg you accept my apology.”

She waited, breathing shallow. She had not seen this side of him and was unsure whether to trust it or not.

“I hardly know them, Miss Bennet, I hardly know you. I have no right and no cause to make such implications, and I am sorry I did so. But even if I were not sorry, I would still wish them no harm. And to know how it must vex you…”

His eyes dropped. Why? She waited until they met hers again. When they did, he had dropped all pretense. Some enormous wall had fallen down to dust, no less than the wall of Jericho. She saw him.

“It brings me sorrow,” he finished. Then he was silent.

“Mr. Darcy,” she finally said once she believed she could trust herself to speak. “I believe you are being genuine with me for the first time.”

“Say it not so, Miss Bennet! Say rather I have been proud and lacking understanding, but never a deceiver. That has never, could never be my aim.”

She nodded, taking the measure of him. “You have taught me, I think, something of yourself today, at any rate.”

“And what have you learned? What is your conclusion?”

The man sitting before her, humbling himself—this was no scoundrel. The memory of what he had said to her had grown jumbled. Had he ever said it? Had she misheard, or misconstrued? Or perhaps—she blushed at the thought—perhaps it had all occurred in her imaginative dreams, when her wanton sensuality had taken full sway over her senses. Perhaps she had only ever wanted to hear him say that he wished to taste her.

Now he sat, his own breath held, a faint glimmer of reserved hope dancing in his eyes, and she could help but smile to see him so.

“My conclusion… is not altogether unpleasant.”
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Inspector Gerald was not having a good day.

He’d followed the tracks for nearly an hour before realizing, through the process of deduction, that he had made a critical error and was in fact following the prints of a different party altogether, one composed entirely of ladies. While any other day he might have smiled at the thought of that group skipping down the lane, today there was no time for levity. He cried out, kicking a tree root in frustration, then cried out again at the pain.

It was a solid tree root.

“Back to the tryst,” he muttered, jogging back the way he had come. When he reached the spot where the tracks had initially left the path, he discovered, searching more carefully this time, that they had backtracked, the same as Davis, from that point, heading back east. “Perfect,” he growled, catching his breath. He thought he had been sending his friend off in search of a mad horseman and that Davis would likely have settled in for a mug at headquarters by this time, but now it seemed more likely his partner would be the one to discover the missing party.

He could not have been more wrong.

The trek back east seemed to take twice as long, and by the time he was nearing the house, darkness was creeping into the sky ahead. The sun, setting behind a gathering of heavy clouds, did little to illuminate the landscape.

More rain, he thought, would be just his luck.

But before the rain could break, and before he reached his starting point again, the setting sun gave him just enough light to uncover a disturbing tale in the tracks around him.

Dirt had been kicked up rather violently, as if by the mysterious rider they had tracked earlier, until the horse had come to a stop and turned. Then it had sped ahead once more, leading to a very strange track indeed. A long smear ran through the dirt, cutting across all the way to the north side of the lane, where it disappeared into the grass. It looked as if someone had been forcefully dragged across the ground. Gerald frowned, considering the tracks.

The smear was quite large.

He followed it back to a set of tracks he could have recognized almost anywhere, and cursed beneath his breath.

“Davis?” he called into the gathering gloom. “Davis, are you there?”

Holding his breath, he stepped off the path and into the tall grass beneath the tree line.
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The day passed.

If not with complete ease—for Elizabeth remained uneasy at the absence of her family during such a time—it did pass with some pleasure. Mr. Darcy turned out to be a most agreeable conversationalist, once past his taciturn shell, and they shared a few especially electrifying smiles. At one point he even laughed aloud, though the sound was still gentlemanly, as she told a tale of another country dance she had attended. The sound filled her belly with warmth,  like a good meal, and his smiles made her head light, like a good drink.

After a time Elizabeth and Jane grew fatigued, having been accustomed to taking a rest in the afternoon, and their guests pledged to keep watch from the ground floor while the ladies retired for an hour or so.

“Oh, Lizzie! Can you believe it?” Jane whispered excitedly as they rounded the top of the stairs. “Have you seen us? Heavens, he fills me with the most sublime feelings, I declare! Have you marked how he looks at me? How he smiles?”

Elizabeth smiled in spite of herself at seeing her sister so happy. “I have seen it, Jane.”

“And I have seen how Mr. Darcy smiles at you, as well! Who would have believed it, just a day ago? My, how a good night’s sleep changes things, does it not?”

Jane’s tone was one of jest. She likely was nervous that bringing this up at all would make her sister upset, as the day before she had been pleading with Jane to forget Mr. Bingley on account of her distrust and dislike of Mr. Darcy. But now, with the turn things seemed to be taking, Elizabeth did not at all mind admitting to herself that perhaps she had been wrong all along, and she only smiled at Jane as she said, “It does indeed. Now rest, dear sister, for their shall be smiles many more to come, I am sure!”

Alone in her bed, Elizabeth found herself still smiling. She lay beneath her blankets and pictured his face, his voice, so recent in memory, and fantasized that night had fallen and he was still there. Perhaps he was even here, in her room.

Her heart beat a little faster.

What if she had let him in earlier, when he had come to apologize?

What if she had been dressed as she was now, in just her nightgown, and she had opened the door and told him that she would only accept his apology if he came into her bedchamber and made it from his knees?

What if…?

Images of Mr. Darcy on his knees, pleading for her forgiveness, Mr. Darcy removing his jacket and opening his shirt, Mr. Darcy pressing himself against her again, but this time not beneath the trees outside but here, in her bed, on top of her, his breath on her neck, his lips brushing her cheek, his…

Elizabeth took a deep breath to steady herself. She was all too familiar with these dreams. And she knew, from her experience the last time, that indulging herself in them now would not encourage the madness to pass. Indeed, her desire for him had only increased. How much she wished he would enter her chamber now to apologize, to hold her close, to tell her he meant to claim her and protect her, that he longed to taste her—

She rolled over.

No, she told herself. She must put this foolishness away, or risk being consumed by it. He was an acquaintance, and now a friendly one, and that was all. She would sleep, and when she woke he would likely be gone, her family having returned, and life would resume some sense of normalcy. She told herself this until she finally fell asleep.
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The problem was that when she woke an hour later, nothing had changed. No one had arrived or returned. Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley were still in the house.

And Elizabeth was still struggling with how to hide her roiling desire.

She was a lady, she reminded herself. No matter that she was not of such great consequence as Mr. Darcy. She was still a lady and would behave as such.

A few minutes after rejoining the gentlemen downstairs, Jane voiced a desire to walk outside again.

“It is too dangerous, do you not think?” Mr. Bingley said.

“Well,” Jane said, “we do not have to take the lane again. We could stay on the grounds and simply pace the garden. But I long for a bit of fresh air.”

“Then you shall have it,” Mr. Bingley replied, and the matter was settled.

Dusk had come. Each couple took to a separate end of the garden to enjoy the coolness finally creeping in, now the hazy sun had set. Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy walked slowly, enjoying the feeling of walking beside one another.

“I am sorry they have not yet returned,” Elizabeth said. “I hate to think you have been inconvenienced on our behalf.”

“No, think nothing of that. Bingley and I will stay however long is necessary. But I am sorry for you—I know you must be worried.”

“I am,” she admitted. “But you know, these inspectors in the neighborhood, I think they must have something to do with it. Perhaps they rounded up all the neighbors for testimony. Or perhaps they have evacuated the houses for peoples’ safety.” The thought put a knot in her stomach. Were they safe even now?

“If that is the case, Bingley and I will sleep by the door tonight and one of us will ride to town in the morning to learn all we can. In any event, we will find them when the sun rises.”

She inclined her head. “I appreciate your generosity, Mr. Darcy.”

“I am glad to serve you. In any way possible.”

She gave a quiet laugh. “And to think. Just as recently as this morning, I believed you the last person on earth capable of such goodness.”

An evening breeze pushed Mr. Darcy’s hair from his face. “You have much to learn, Miss Elizabeth.”

His voice was soft and low. And… playful? Elizabeth leaned forward ever so slightly, just enough to catch his scent on his air, and whispered, “Then teach me.”

“You are bold.”

“Am I alone in that?”

He was silent, his face shadowed. Before he could answer, they both looked up to the gate facing the lane. A man, haggard and wheezing, pushed it open and collapsed just inside.

“Bingley!” Mr. Darcy called, racing to the man. He knelt and supported him, asking if he was alright. It was difficult for Elizabeth to make out details in the dark, but it looked like the man was exhausted. His form heaved with every breath.

“I am… I… not me… him… I…”

Mr. Darcy looked up from his charge. “Elizabeth, would you fetch some water? Bingley, take Jane inside. Come, man, take a few deep breaths. That’s it. You’re safe here. Calm down.”

A moment later Elizabeth returned with a glass of water. As she crossed the garden toward the men, still collapsed just inside the gate, she heard him telling Mr. Darcy, between panting breaths, what he had seen.

“Dead!” he cried. “And most terribly. The poor man… he never wanted this assignment in the first place, only came because I encouraged it. Hates the country. And now… so much… blood.”

Elizabeth leaned forward with the glass just as the moon shone clear from between the clouds, illuminating the man’s face.

“Oh,” he cried, “I’ve found you!”

She gasped.

“Inspector Gerald!”
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The night of the great squall was one of the longest in Elizabeth Bennet’s young life. Concern for her family, for their safety, for her and her sister, combined with a sense of dread at all the horror that had befallen the neighborhood, and beneath it all, a steady, gentle thrumming in her heart, like a constant plucked string, each time her eyes met those of Mr. Darcy, who, for all his complications, was steadily growing more and more attractive in her estimation—all of this weighed her down and lifted her up and twisted her about so that she hardly felt herself at all. The storm that raged all around the house nearly paled in comparison to the storm within her breast.

Nearly.

But the weather had grown severe, far worse than Elizabeth or Jane could recall seeing ever before. The sky faded to the black of darkest night before the stars should have appeared—which never happened—and before the rain even began, she could smell it rolling in over the countryside. When it did arrive it began as fat, heavy drops spattering them all in the garden. They had scarcely taken shelter inside before the sky had cracked open and poured forth a deluge.

Now they were huddled about the fire in the great room. Inspector Gerald had washed the blood from his hands and taken a bit of brandy for his nerves, and was staring into the flames. Mr. Bingley sat beside poor Jane, doing his best to assuage her worries. And their party was short one, for Mr. Darcy, in spite of the rain, had rode out, pledging to make haste to town to report the new murder and to inquire after the rest of the Bennet family.

Elizabeth, bringing tea, joined the inspector before the hearth.

“I should have gone,” he said wistfully. “The man was my partner.”

“Mr. Darcy is a difficult man to persuade once he has made up his mind,” she answered. Indeed, Gerald had intended to go to town at once, but he was exhausted, and Mr. Darcy had insisted he stay to regain strength and composure.

Gerald seemed to frown slightly. “Is that so?”

Elizabeth looked down, feeling a little heat in her face which had nothing to do with the fire. When she looked up again, his face had turned serious. His eyes were locked onto the flame but his mind seemed miles away. What a terrible thing, she thought, to have to go through.

“I am sorry for your loss,” she said.

He inclined his head. “As am I. It is a loss sorely felt.” He sighed and took a sip from his glass. “I shall always feel I bear some responsibility, I am afraid. ‘Twas I convinced him to join me out here in the first place. Had I not done so, he would still… well.” He took another sip.

“You cannot think that way,” she said. “Surely he would not wish you to do so. Mourn him, Inspector, yes, but if you concede to despair, if you blame yourself, then you will break tonight, and will never be fit for bringing him his vengeance.”

He turned to meet her eyes. His own were not unpleasant to gaze upon, even though he was a man in pain. Perhaps his vulnerability tonight aided in the beauty of his manliness, she thought idly. “Miss Elizabeth, your words are wise beyond your age. I thank you for your charity in sharing them.”

Just then a particularly loud peal of thunder rang across the landscape, booming within the house. Jane fairly jumped in her seat.

“Goodness!” she cried. “Poor souls to be in this! You don’t think—you don’t think Father and Mother are outside, do you, Elizabeth?”

It was an odd moment for Elizabeth. For though she was perhaps in some ways more particular in her own thoughts and feelings than Jane, nevertheless Jane was her elder sister. It struck her, as she heard the uncertainty and the question in her sister’s voice, that Jane was reaching out to her for reassurance, for support. For strength.

“Of course not,” she answered, though she had no idea. “I’m sure they went into town this morning for some reason or another. They are well, Jane. Put any thought to the contrary out of your head.” She smiled, and it was returned with relief.

But now it was not just for her parents and younger siblings that Elizabeth feared. With every deafening roll of thunder, she regretted that she had not argued against Mr. Darcy riding out into the storm. It had been a foolish thing of him to do. Gallant, naturally, but foolish. She told herself that he was too experienced a horseman, too fine a rider, too intelligent and competent a man to be taken by some accident or misfortune on the road. But it wasn’t enough. Things had changed sometime during the day. Whereas before she would not have wished him ill, but would certainly have been glad to see him gone, now she sighed that he had left, and felt a tinge of barely concealed panic at the thought that any harm might come to him.

How quickly such feelings had materialized! And to them Elizabeth had capitulated before she had even truly given them consideration. Well, she thought, there was no use in chastising herself for having feelings. That damage was done. Now she could only hope he would be safe and return safely to her, though she knew now what to expect from him after.

“You are very noble,” Gerald said, rousing her from her thoughts.

“Pardon me?”

“I heard the levity in your voice as you told your sister not to worry. But I see oceans of worry in your face as you gaze at these flames.”

She smiled uncomfortably. “You see much, Inspector.”

He inclined his head. “It is my job to do so.”

She regarded him. He had shifted in his seat so that he was facing her more than the fire, and his expression was soft.

“And what exactly brought you to the country, Inspector? We have heard the horrors of late—indeed, I saw with my own eyes—but how is it that you and your men happened to be passing through at just that time?”

His face fell a little. “It is a dark tale. Suffice to say my mission has taken me across the land as I have tracked my query. If he eludes me here, as he has before, I will follow him on to his next haunt as well.”

Mr. Bingley and Jane had fallen silent, apparently, for Mr. Bingley overheard this statement and responded. “A manhunt, you say, Inspector? For the killer?”

“Aye.” Gerald nodded, looking back into the fire. “For some seven years now.” He grew silent, and Elizabeth, curious, would have pressed him, had it not been for the sound of neighing taken up on the wind. She rose to her feet. Jane looked at her, hope kindling in her eyes. Had they returned?

They rushed to the front and swung the door open, a storm gust sending it flying inward. Rain spattered the stoop and came in just over the threshold with the wind. Elizabeth stood, her mouth open. Her parents had not returned. Instead, a single brown mare stomped in the front yard, riderless.

Mr. Darcy’s mare.
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“I’m going after him,” Elizabeth almost said, but the words flew out of Inspector Gerald’s mouth first. But he seemed pale again, and a few beads of sweat had broken out at his temples. Mr. Bingley rushed out to tend to the horse as Elizabeth ushered the inspector back inside.

“Sir, you are not well,” she said.

“I am fatigued, that is all.”

“No.” She shook her head and brought him to a mirror so he could see the picture of sickliness he made. “I fear you are injured, sir. You are not as well as you believe.”

“I am well enough,” he said gruffly, looking away from his reflection. “I should never have let that man go in my place. Now he is in grave danger, if he stands at all, and it is my duty, Miss Elizabeth, to see to his safe return.”

She placed her hand upon his arm, hoping to sway him. “Truly, Sir, I do not believe you can safely leave in your condition.”

He looked down at her, something like tenderness in his eyes. “I am moved by your concern, Miss Elizabeth. I hope and pray I shall be able to return safely soon enough to repay the sentiment. But duty is duty. It must be done.” And with that, he left her presence to make himself ready.

Elizabeth frowned. She had not known the man very long, but she knew a sick man when she saw one. She knew he was putting himself at great risk, and she feared the likelihood of his return was very little with the storm raging as it was.

Mr. Bingley returned, sodden with rainwater. Jane attended him immediately, bringing him to the fire and serving him tea with a heavy dry blanket to drape over his shoulders. Soon the two were lost in conversation together again. Elizabeth calculated. She wagered she could trust this man, whom she had not known long either, but who seemed entirely honorable, and who cared for her sister with an obvious chaste passion. If Jane were left alone in the house with Bingley for a time, she would be safe. Of course it crossed all boundaries of propriety, but circumstances were beyond unusual at this point. And anyway, she told herself, the neighbors need never know of it.

Of course Bingley himself would likely be the first to ride out after Mr. Darcy, had he not been bearing the burden of concern for Jane. Elizabeth considered this as she watched them. No, she could see that the man would never leave her sister alone or with others on a night such as this, with the storm, the disappearance of her family, and the grisly killings that had taken place.

It was settled, then.

“Miss Elizabeth.”

She roused herself from her thoughts and looked up to see the inspector in his cloak and boots.

“I am off,” he said. “I leave you and your sister in the care of this gentleman. Please see that you also care for yourselves.”

She inclined her head. “We will do as well as we may, Sir. Though I must suggest one last time that you stay. I am worried for you, Sir.”

“I know.” He turned and pushed a curtain to the side, gazing out the window just as a crack of lightening split the sky. “It is not the ideal night for a ride.” He turned to look at her again, a wry smile on his face. “I wish it were a pleasant afternoon, and I had called for the pleasure of riding with you through this lovely countryside.”

Elizabeth looked down, finding herself blushing. She had expected neither the compliment nor the apparent interest.

“But some happier time, perhaps,” he said.

“Perhaps,” she replied, meeting his eyes one last time before he strode out into the rain.
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Fitzwilliam Darcy woke to the sensation of rain pounding the skin of his face. He was on his back on the ground. Gasping, he rolled to his side. Pain. His body ached. But the shock of the water, chilling in the night air, helped numb it somewhat. He took a moment to do nothing but breathe, getting his bearings. Trying to remember.

“Captain?” he called. Where was that mare? He’d been riding, he remembered that much. His favorite brown mount. He’d named her Captain as a bit of a joke, since she had the bearing of a stallion. The temperament, too, before he’d trained her. Now she was his most steadfast companion.

Until tonight, apparently.

“Captain?”

It was no good. Neither was the horse in sight, nor would she hear him above the din of the storm. The poor animal must have been thoroughly spooked to find herself roaming alone in this mess. But how had he come to be on the ground in the first place? Surely she had not thrown him. He found it difficult to imagine she would ever do that over a little wind and thunder. Something far more terrifying would have had to have presented itself. He shook his head, trying to remember falling, but he could not.

“No matter,” he mumbled, crawling to his hands and knees. He patted his ribs and rose, placing weight on each leg gingerly. Nothing seemed broken. Just bruised and battered, then. Nothing more time relaxing in the country couldn’t fix. Though he might avoid the saddle for a few days. That was fine as well, since Miss Elizabeth seemed to prefer to travel on foot.

Elizabeth!

A flood of memory came over him. He had left the Bennet house to go into town and learn of her family’s safety. That, and to report the death of one of the inspectors. But Elizabeth’s family, for all the general displeasure their presence might incur, were his chief private concern, as they must be hers. And now every concern of hers must be his.

When had that happened?

He found he did not know. But short lapses of memory were nothing new to him. Indeed, he had become to accustomed to them that he had all but forgotten they were not a normal experience for everyone. Since he was a boy he had gone through this. His nurse had called them “fits,” but his parents had protested the epithet, claiming nothing about his behavior was abnormal. He simply sometimes forgot a piece of time here and there.

Was that what had happened tonight? Had he had one of his fits while riding, and somehow fallen from Captain?

“Blast.”

He scoured the ground but it was immediately apparent that attempting to track her was a fool’s errand. The dirt path had melted into mud, and the heavy rain distorted tracks even as he made them. What now, then? Should he continue toward town, or return? How far along was he? He did not know the area well enough. He sighed.

His character urged him to continue, to fulfill his mission. But sheer pragmatism told him that his mount would likely return to the last familiar stable, or at least back in the direction of Mr. Bingley’s country estate. It made much more sense for him to return, therefore. Once he’d reclaimed his horse, he could make the journey in much less time.

Unsure but decided, he turned and began to trot through the mud. If he was wrong and his decision ended up putting the Bennet family in danger, he did know what he would do.

“Forgive me, Elizabeth.”
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Inspector Gerald coughed, then winced in pain. He should absolutely not be out in this storm in his current state, but he had no choice. He would not fail in his duty. Not again.

The last time he had come this close to catching the villain had been nearly two years before. He would never forget the wild chase through the streets of London, past Cheapside and down to the docks, where the figure cloaked in black skirted down alleyways and up fire escapes to elude them. Gerald had been just a junior inspector then, and his post had been up on a rooftop. Not to catch the man, but to act as eyes for the others. Little had he guessed he would get as close to the action as he did, seeing the suspect pass before his eyes as he leapt from one roof to another, like a flying squirrel. Even so, he hadn’t gotten a good enough look to identify him. The cloak obscured all. But Gerald did have one piece of evidence unique to himself.

He’d heard his voice.

“Save yourself!” the figure had called into the night. To this day, Gerald wasn’t sure if the words were meant for him or not. The man must surely have been mad. Only, his ability to escape capture bespoke a certain level of intelligence beyond the average madman.

Each night these past two years, Gerald had heard that voice in his dreams. Save yourself. The tone, the cadence, the gravel of it—it stuck in his ear like a wad of cotton, never falling out. And so naturally he always kept an ear open in the hope that the man’s voice would give him away, were he to present himself uncloaked in regular society. But the months had gone by without Gerald ever hearing a similar sound.

Until this night.

He had been in shock when he had arrived at the Bennet house. Finding his partner dead had shaken him deeply, and his usually sharp instincts and his trained procedures were nowhere to be found. But something more primal, more bestial was there. His senses, heightened by the horror of the night, did not lie to him, he was sure. They could not have.

Mr. Darcy had to be the killer.

When the man had left—slipped out into the night—Gerald had been beside himself with weakness, sitting at the fire trying simply to breath without wheezing. How he had cursed himself to let him go! But he knew that Mr. Darcy would return, as he obviously had an interest in the people of the house, and as Gerald had given no sign of recognizing him. For how could he? The vile man must believe himself impervious to recognition, going about disguised as he did.

But when his horse had returned, riderless, the inspector’s worst fears were confirmed. Darcy was on the run.

So now Gerald ran as well, come storm, come sickness, come hell or high water. He would not fail again.

“Gah! His foot stuck in a rut and he fell to one knee, reaching his hands out to catch himself. There was more coughing and a great deal more pain, and he thought he might have caught sight of just a bit of blood when he wiped his chin. But it was difficult to confirm in the rain, and he had no time to consider its import. Every moment spent not running was another moment between him and his query.

“Save yourself,” he muttered, lunging back to his feet and into a quick jog. “Save yourself, Darcy, if you can. For I will do my damnedest to see you hang.”

Images filled his mind unbidden, as they always did. The bodies. The pools of blood. The ghosts of Darcy’s victims calling out from ground for vengeance, their voices amplified by God’s own shout in the thunder.

Yes, he would see his duty done tonight.
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Elizabeth was a woman. Meant to be protected. Meant to be defended. Meant to stay at home and tend to the household while men went out into the world and dealt with all its myriad business.

To the devil with that.

She was lithe and quick, and she darted through the trees much more efficiently than Inspector Gerald plodded through the mud. This she knew because she had seen him upon passing him not a quarter of an hour before. He had not seen her, though, as she was keeping the lane to her right by about twenty meters. A long, narrow copse grew along its southern edge, and it was through this she ran, keeping one eye on the lane in search of Mr. Darcy. The lightening flashed just frequently enough that she was satisfied she would not pass him unknowingly.

She smiled and laughed, feeling wild. Some girlish part of her sprang forth and she ran all the faster, feeling like a wild hair. Her joy was short-lived. It was difficult to maintain any levity when concern for her family bore her down so.

Concern for Mr. Darcy as well, if she cared to be honest with herself. But for now she was well beyond wondering at her feelings. She knew only the dim fear of finding him unwell, or of not finding him at all, and it drove her forward through the rain.

“Be well, my dear,” she murmured, surprising herself at calling him this. Fear, like love, has a way of revealing one’s utmost truth.

Some ten minutes or so later, she found him.

“Darcy!” She sprang from the woods into the lane, so relieved at finding him alive and on two feet that she abandoned all pretense of modesty, and ran to him, arms outstretched.

“Elizabeth!” His eyes grew wide and he opened his arms to catch her.

It was like a shooting star finding the earth. It was altogether perfect, the feel of him, the fit. Nothing else mattered for just that moment. He seemed to agree, holding her silently for several long second before backing away to look at her.

“What are you doing out here?” he cried.

“Looking for you, of course! We were all worried sick when your horse came back without you!”

“Ah!” His eyes grew distant for a moment. “She returned, then. But why are you here? Why not Bingley?”

“You expect him to leave Jane’s side while she is beset with worry?” She raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Clearly you have not observed them much together.”

He made a sound which might have been a laugh, then drew her into his arms again. “I am glad you came,” he said, his low voice rumbling in his chest against her. “Though I do not wish you to be cold and wet. Here.” And, backing away once more, he pulled his own cloak from his body and draped it over her shoulders. It was much heavier than her current attire, and it seemed warm already, if a little mud-spattered.

“Are you well?” she asked him.

He frowned curiously. “I seem to be so. I do not recall losing my seat, but I came awake shortly after, I believe, having fallen. I am glad to hear that Captain made it back safely.”

“I would have preferred to see her come back with her rider.”

He laughed again, then reached into the inner lining of his jacket. “Elizabeth, you have risked your life coming out into this storm to find me. I wish to reward you.”

Her eyebrows met her hairline. “You do?”

“I do.” He nodded and pulled out some sort of narrow chain. When lightening flashed again, Elizabeth gasped. It was an elegant necklace of shining gold with a single red gem set in the center. “A ruby for you to wear over your heart and always remember me by.”

“You mean to spoil me, Mr. Darcy.”

He smiled broadly. “I do indeed. Please, allow me.” And with that, he opened the chain and set it upon her neck. She reached up to touch the jewel.

“It is very lovely,” she said.

“Made far lovelier by its bearer.”

“But do you believe it is necessary for me to have a remembrance? Are you planning to disappear on me, Mr. Darcy?”

She said this playfully, but instantly regretted it. His brow had grown furrowed. “Dark things are afoot, Miss Elizabeth. I dare not speak for tomorrow when we are doing everything we can just to see ourselves through this night. But come, you must allow me to escort you back to the house.”

They had turned and begun their walk together when a cry rang out from the path ahead.

“You!”

Elizabeth looked up to see Inspector Gerald, coughing and looking bedraggled, clutching his side and pointed an accusatory finger at Mr. Darcy.

“I have you!”
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1.

 

 

October 29, 1796

Paris

 

 

My Dear Agatha,

 

I beg your forgiveness for the tardiness of this letter. I know it has been far too long since my last, and I regret this deeply, as missives from your own hand are oftentimes my only source of calm and clarity when I am away. My work has kept me busy. Indeed, matters have continued to escalate at an alarming rate, and I fear I must soon quit France altogether, or risk the possibility that I will be trapped in a burning house. She is coming down all around herself.

When last you wrote, you inquired after certain details on my current assignment. Regretfully, I am not at liberty to share these through the post; the risk of leaking sensitive information to unwanted parties is simply too great. But to your concerns I would only say this, and trust you will understand and forgive me for being opaque: he is not, and I am not, and yes, it may yet be.

Have you, my dear, ever dreamed you were being chased by a shade, or a man of shadow? You run through the winding streets, the blanket of night obscuring the way, your footfalls heavy against the cobblestone, traitors, sending a signal with every step. He pursues no matter the distance, no matter how clever and cautious you become, and he gains ground, bit by bit, until finally you feel his very breath hot on the back of your neck, urgent with the promise of death.

I am that death, and the hour of my conquest is near. My prey feels the noose begin to tighten around his recalcitrant neck, and he panics. He grows sloppy. He leaves a trail, and fails to obfuscate his identity. Soon, my love, the chase will end, and I will stand the victor. Then all of my words will come back to the ears of my detractors and they will beg my forgiveness. They will elevate me above all others, and I will be lauded a hero.

But patience, dearest Agatha. The day approaches, but is not here yet. How I long for its arrival! How much I miss you, and wish to return to your side. Your presence brings me life; your absence, a void.

I remain yours most truthfully and faithfully. Be mine as well. Do write again; your words are a healing benison. Only I must ask you be more cautious in your next letter and hint at fewer specificities. I skate on thin ice at present.

 

 

With All My Love,

Theodicus Gerald

 

___

 

 

August 1, 1797

Paris

 

 

Agatha,

 

It is with great haste I write this brief message. The worst has happened, far worse than we feared. The current of death that spreads out across Paris seems always to follow him. He is a disease, a terrible cancer, and I fear we have failed to cut him from the city in time. He eludes us.

The Order has relocated me, and not a moment too soon. Though I am loathe to leave the task unfinished, I know this is but one chapter in the tale. There will be more. And I will not rest until I see him face justice for his crimes, or perdition for his irredeemable fault.

Stay far from this city, Agatha. Stay far from France. Write to your family to leave if you can, but I beg you not to come to them. The people are in arms and there is nary a shred of law or order on the streets. It is unsafe.

 

Be well, my love, and remain in England,

Theodicus Gerald

2.

 

 

Clouds parted just enough for a beam of moonlight to illuminate the man’s face. It was haggard with rage, recognition, and pain. He gasped. Elizabeth squinted through the darkness. He did not look well at all. Even out here in the black of night, she could see as much. No sooner had she had the thought, than he collapsed to the ground with a groan.

“Inspector!”

She raced to his side, Mr. Darcy not far behind. Inspector Gerald lay prone, unmoving.

“Come, man,” Mr. Darcy said, placing a hand on the inspector’s back. He looked up at Elizabeth. “I feel his breath; he lives. Help me to sit him up.”

Together they rolled the inspector over, brought him to the edge of the lane, and sat him up against the trunk of a maple tree. He was indeed alive, but seemed just barely so. His breath was shallow and ragged, and his eyes remained closed.

“Inspector?” Elizabeth held him still by the arm, afraid he would collapse if she let go. “Inspector, can you hear me?”

He did not respond.

“He needs a doctor,” Mr. Darcy said. “He should not have left the house. I fear it will do no good to return him now.” He looked about, his face drawn in concentration, as if he were calculating the time the ailing man had left.

“But we cannot leave him here,” Elizabeth said, aghast.

“No. But it will be a true challenge to bring him safely to the town. We will need horses, and for that we must return. And I will not leave you alone, nor send you on without me. So we must leave him here for a short time.”

“It is not safe! You know there is a madman about!”

Mr. Darcy rose to his feet and offered her his hand, which she accepted, rising to stand beside him.

“Elizabeth,” he murmured. “I will not lose you. I will not risk it.”

His eyes were hidden in the darkness. Even so she felt his desire rolling from him like waves. It beckoned to her, pulled at her as the moon pulls the sea. It was intoxicating. She reached a hand up and felt the delicate chain he had only moments before clasped around her neck.

“Mr. Darcy,” she said, “whatever was he talking about, just now? Why did he seem so upset?”

Mr. Darcy frowned down at the unconscious man. “I believe he may be delusional from exhaustion. He has a heavy duty on his shoulders, and with his health failing him at such an alarming rate…” He finished by spreading his arms out, then dropping them to his sides.

Elizabeth nodded, not sure she was satisfied with the answer. But she supposed it was as good as any. How was Mr. Darcy to know what Inspector Gerald had been talking about? Had they not only just met? Surely he did not suspect her escort of any wrongdoing—surely he would not, were he in full possession of his faculties.

“Come,” Mr. Darcy said. “We must make haste. Every moment we are away, he comes closer to death’s door, I fear.”

Elizabeth frowned at this choice of words. Of course he must have meant the inspector’s illness, but she felt almost overwhelmed with guilt at leaving the man alone on such a dangerous night. She breathed a silent prayer for his safety, and followed Mr. Darcy back up the path.

3.

 

 

Jane Bennet was growing truly concerned.

For a time she had allowed herself to be pacified by her charming suitor, because she sensed he was in earnest, and his only wish was to bring her comfort. But now she had held the house alone with him nearly an hour, and it had been all day and night with no word from or sign of her parents or younger sisters, none save Elizabeth.

Who had also rushed out into the night.

“We are beset on all sides,” she muttered.

“Is there anything you wish done, dear Jane?” Mr. Bingley asked, his face a mixture of concern and eagerness. To please her, to help her. She blushed. She had blushed often that night at his attentions.

“I do not know anymore what ought to be done. My father, my dear father… he is the rock of our family. Without his guidance…” She shook her head. “I confess I often defer to Elizabeth. Or at the least, rely heavily on her council. She is the younger of us two, but in many ways, the more wise.”

Mr. Bingley smiled sympathetically, as if he wished to disagree, but thought better of it. Good. The last thing Jane wanted right now was to debate and compare her and her sister’s respective faults and virtues.

“I trust Mr. Darcy nearly more than myself,” he finally said. “In all things I have found him the most competent man I have ever known. His only fault is being a bit stuffy. He will see to your sister’s safety, you may depend upon it.”

Jane smiled. “I have no doubt.” She had observed the way Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy had been drawn to one another. Indeed, she had attributed all her sister’s strange hesitations about the two men to her discomfort with these new feelings, this deep attraction she obviously felt. In this matter, Jane had decided, she was the more wise, for she was the one who had seen and accepted it at once, for both of them. She was besmitten with her own suitor, and Elizabeth, whether she cared to admit it to herself or no, was clearly besodded with hers.

“Yes,” she said, “I believe you may be right on that score. But that does little to address the danger to them both.” She shifted uncomfortably. “Nor to the rest of my family.” A sinking feeling took her stomach. Where were they?

Mr. Bingley rose to his feet. “I will have lamps put outside to light their way. It is frightfully dark out. Your house will be a beacon to them!”

Jane smiled more deeply as she watched him go to make the arrangements. It would do no good, she knew. He was only doing it to feel that he had done something, to show her he was doing something, to bring her some modicum of comfort. It was lovely of him. But it would do no good. Her smile faded.

Mr. Bingley would not leave her side. And she would not do him the disservice of sneaking away without him. There remained only one path to take.

When he returned to the sitting room, he found her standing and wearing a heavy coat.

“My dear Mr. Bingley,” she said, “please make yourself ready. I have decided I cannot wait any longer. Will you do me the honor of being my escort?”

“Jane! Is this really the best course of action? Consider: who will be here to greet them—to care for them, if any need care?”

“You are really very kind at heart, Mr. Bingley, and I know and understand your only concern is my safety. But I would put myself in peril now, of my own will, if there is a chance I can help my family. We will simply have to trust that any who arrive while we are away can care for themselves. After all, you have put out lamps to light their way.”

She said this last bit with a playful lilt in her voice, as if to tease him. He proved himself a good sport with a small smile.

“Very well, Jane. I will do as you bid, for I am loathe to ever do anything that would displease you, and because I see you clearly mean to go in search of them with or without my help.”

“Just so.”

4.

 

 

Elizabeth saw the house long before she expected to. The glow of the lamps flooded the lawn and spilled out into the lane, eerie in the mist, like the glow of an iron forge. 

“They left the light for us,” she said.

“That was wise.” Mr. Darcy strode beside her. Once they had made the decision to return for horses, they had fallen silent. Elizabeth relished the tension between them. It sent a shiver up her spine. She no longer feared him, and she believed him to be a man of honor, doing his duty to aid her, her family, and that poor man, the inspector. This opened the possibility for warmer feelings. Indeed, she had wondered several times during their walk back what might happen should they brush hands, or begin to speak again in hushed tones, the way they had when he had given her the necklace. But this did not take place.

They sped up and left the lane for the lawn, striding across to knock at the door. When no one answered, Elizabeth frowned. In the heavy silence she thought she would hear even if someone inside the house were rising from a seat to come to the door. But they heard nothing.

Mr. Darcy turned and left the stoop.

“Where have they got to?” Elizabeth wondered out loud. For a moment she considered the possibility that she had interrupted some scandalous activity, and that Jane and her suitor were on a sofa or bed inside, doing their best to be silent after hearing the knock. But she dismissed this idea out of hand. Jane would never act so impetuously, nor so inappropriately.

“They have taken the horses,” Mr. Darcy called. She followed his voice around the corner of the house and found him standing in the open door to the stable. It was empty.

“Oh, no,” she whispered. “That poor man!”

“This will not do.” Mr. Darcy took a step back and glanced around, as if another horse would manifest itself. “He must receive care. Immediately.”

“We must go back to him!”

“But we have no doctor, Elizabeth.”

Even in that moment of despondent dread, it softened her knees to hear her name pass over his lips. How very sweet it was for him to call her Elizabeth rather than Miss Bennet. When had that changed, she wondered?

“No.” She pondered. “But the inspectors will have one. Back at the murder house.”

Mr. Darcy’s face grew dark. “I would not see you return to that place in the small hours of the night.”

“They will have someone who can tend to Inspector Gerald. At the least, the men posted there are of his profession, and will know if there is any sort of protocol to be followed.”

Mr. Darcy seemed to consider this a moment. “You may be right. But I am loathe to leave you here alone.” He looked up the lane and heaved a silent sigh. “Very well, then. We will go together. Only, stay close, Elizabeth. I do not trust this night.”

“Is that the only reason you wish me to be close to you?”

He turned his gaze on her and she felt her own eyes widen, so intensely passionate were his own. “It is not,” he said. “But for now, it will do. Come. I will take you with me on this errand.”

And with that, they returned to the lane. Elizabeth, emboldened by his response, decided to press the flirtation. “You wish to take me, then?”

“I think your words betray more meaning than you intend.”

“Perhaps.”

“Hmm.”

“This is twice now tonight I’ve done as you asked, Mr. Darcy.”

“As I’ve demanded. For your own safety.”

In the darkness of the lane she could not make out his face, but his tone betrayed a hint of levity.

“Very well, as you’ve demanded. Are you accustomed to always getting what you want?”

He slowed just a bit. “I am accustomed to taking it, if need be.”

She considered. Suddenly every bit of shelter in sight, every generous shrub or tree, looked like the ideal place to leave the path together and let herself be taken in whatever way he saw fit. If only their mission were not so very urgent.

5.

 

 

The problem was the bridge.

Jane and Mr. Bingley had made good time and a thorough search until they came to it. The rain had dissipated to a fine, cool mist, and the moon was even, at times, seeing fit to illuminate the path before them. So far they had been searching over an hour with no sign of anyone else. They had spent a good part of it canvassing the fields to the south of the lane, and Jane hoped and prayed they had not missed any of her family members passing by at that time. But they had covered the lane as they had gone, so she knew they would not miss anyone who was in any way incapacitated.

That was when they came to the old wooden bridge that crossed a shallow gully. A little stream passed beneath—usually nothing more than a brook, but tonight, after the hours of heavy rain they’d had, it had fattened to a modest river. A short-lived moment of glory, but Jane marveled at the sound of the water passing beneath them as they began to cross.

The problem was that the bridge was very old, and had not been kept well. And on this night, when the boards were sodden and the frame had been loosened in the stormy gale, it was not prepared to support the weight of two horses.

“I’ll cross first,” Mr. Bingley said, eyeing it dubiously. “If it feels weak, perhaps we can go beneath and ford our way across.”

Jane doubted this very much. Though the stream was usually small, the walls of the gully were treacherously steep. And tonight they would be slick with mud, a recipe for disaster for any horse. But Mr. Bingley had no trouble getting across, for his horse was the less sturdy of the two, and he was alone. Jane eased her mount to follow, and the wet wood creaked ominously.

“I am unsure, Mr. Bingley,” she said. “Perhaps we should—”

Before she could finish forming her thought, the wood beneath her horse gave way, sending her and her mount tumbling down into darkness.

“Jane! JANE!” Mr. Bingley, safe from the collapse on his side of the bridge, leapt from his horse and plunged into the water after Jane.

To Jane it was all a jumble of dark and wet and shockingly, shockingly cold. Her chest seemed to freeze like a stone, and she began to panic, unable to take air into her lungs. Was she underwater? No, the stream was hardly deep enough for that. She had plunged beneath the shallow surface and immediately come back up. But the cold had frozen her, and the shock had bound the muscles of her body, and she simply could not breathe.

“Jane!”

She felt the strong arms of a man find her sides and lift from her armpits. Then she was standing, her feet numb but beneath her, and he was beside her, her arm draped over his shoulders. He knelt down and lifted her feet up, swinging her into his arms and carrying her from the icy water altogether.

“Jane, dear Jane! Are you alright? Are you here?”

He laid her on the muddy slope and she began to slide back down toward the shallow torrent. No, she told herself. Not again. Digging deep into a strength she had not known she possessed, she stopped herself just as Mr. Bingley reached her once more. Together they began to crawl up the side of the gully.

It was bitter work. And by the time they had finally crested the edge and emerged on the level ground, they were both slathered in mud. But that was the least of Jane’s problems.

The greater was that the icy chill had only grown worse. In the almost frosty night air, her water-soaked body felt like the very heart of winter. What had been a pleasant cool mist now felt like the kiss of death. And her clothes were soaked with freezing stream water, clinging to her body like a snake around a mouse.

“I can’t… I can’t… breathe!”

“Jane? Jane!” Mr. Bingley was holding her face in his hands, slapping her face, shaking her, trying to bring her back. She was drifting away. He was growing dark and distant.

“Forgive me, my dear,” she heard him say. “But I must warm you!”

She heard a tearing sound, as if someone were ripping fabric, and she was dimply aware of the sensation of being lifted. Then he tore his own clothes from his body and, completely naked, pressed himself against her. As she began to feel his warmth enter her, she realized she was naked, too.

It hurt at first. That tingling sensation, like a limb that has fallen asleep and is waking up, but she welcomed it, knowing the heat must return for life. And she marveled at the feeling of his body, so gentlemanly and refined, yet hard and manly, against her own. He did nothing to imply he meant to take advantage of the situation; he merely held her and rubbed, albeit vigorously, her back, her arms, her shoulders, with his hands. Face-to-face they lay and she let him run his hands over her back, let his heat seep into her belly, let him press his naked body against her own.

“Mr. Bingley,” she finally murmured, smiling. “I believe you have disrobed me.”

“Forgive me, Jane! You would have died; I know, for I have seen it happen. You needed the warmth of my body, and immediately. Your clothes, soaked through, would have killed you in this chill!”

She leaned back enough to look him in the eye, and slowly shook her head, feeling warmth rush to her cheeks. “You misunderstand, Sir. I am not complaining.”

“No?”

“No. In fact, now that it is too late to not disrobe and lie naked on top of you, I find I must confess, I quite enjoy the activity.”

He laughed then, and it was the most glorious, beautiful sound she believed she had ever heard. And as his body shook, and she shook atop him, she found she could not help but laugh with him. Until he stopped it with a kiss.

“Then, dearest Jane,” he finally said, drawing back again, “I shall not be cause for regret, but will allow you your enjoyment.”

“Do,” she said, pulling his hands a little lower.
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1.

 

 

Mr. Bennet was having the worst night of his life.

He and his family had been forced to leave their house early that morning, and made to hole up in a public house with nearly everyone from the surrounding area, under watch of the secret police, while they awaited news of the capture of the loose villain. Well enough, but the public house afforded very little in the way of comfort or even common courtesy. And there had been no sign of his eldest two, Jane and Elizabeth, since before they had left for town. In vain had he insisted upon staying to wait for them; the inspectors had none of it. No, they had assured him, the best thing was to join the rest of his family in town and let them care for Jane and Elizabeth. Then they had removed them all.

Now, sitting on a bench behind one of the rough wooden tables and listening to his wife simper over their younger daughters, he was having second thoughts about coming along.

For her part, Mrs. Bennet had thrown a most marvelous fit about leaving the house at all, though it seemed clear to her husband that she was secretly delighted to be finally included in the drama that was unfolding in the neighborhood. Along the way she had weeped and wailed for the safety of Jane and Elizabeth—though, to be fair, she had grumbled and groused a good deal more about the very unfortunate timing of it all, and she made it clear to all she was sure it was very unfair that her poor Jane should have her time with the very handsome and eligible Mr. Bingley marred by such goings-on. Now, some hours later, after a little rest and reflection, she was entertaining all who would listen with the tale of how very enamored of Jane that same young man had been during their first evening together at the Meryton assembly.

“And you should have seen,” he heard her say, “how very vexed all the other young ladies were! For, I declare, Mr. Bingley was the single most eligible bachelor there, and he would have none of them for even a minute—not one minute!—but my sweet, darling Jane!”

Nevermind that most of the other young ladies in question were themselves present and within earshot. Mr. Bennet bristled. Here he had no recourse, no library in which to hide from such embarrassment.

“And did you hear,” Mrs. Bennet went on, “about his income? Lord! I heard he has five thousand!”

“Oh really now, wife!” He could be silent no longer. But his protestation was ignored.

“That is true,” one of the other ladies said, “but what of his companion—the taller, more handsome one? For I was given to understand he has twice that of Mr. Bingley, and is in possession of one of the finest estates in all the English countryside.”

“Yes,” another lady said, “tell us more of Mr. Darcy!”

Mrs. Bennet frowned. “I do not speak of that man. He is not worth the air.”

That comment drew a number of satisfied smiles, for many of the women present, whom she had offended, were by now aware that Mr. Darcy had scorned the second eldest Bennet girl, Elizabeth.

“All right, everyone,” a man called from across the room, “lend me your attention, if you please.”

A short bustle of whispers was followed by relative silence. Mr. Bennet saw the man was in the attire of the inspectors—one of these secret policemen, then. He was still not clear on the details of why these men were here, but he understood a murderer was on the loose, and that was reason enough, so far as he was concerned, to comply with the law.

“When can we leave?” a woman called.

“I want to go home,” a child wailed. Other voices began to join. The inspector, standing on a table, raised and lowered his hands to pacify the crowd.

“Now, now, good folk, I understand, believe me. And I am sorry to have kept you hear all day, I am. I apologize for what I know must be an uncomfortable situation.”

“Uncomfortable?” a man yelled. “There’s a madman out there! We want news! What are you people doing about him?”

“Calm yourselves!” The inspector’s voice boomed out in the room, silencing them all. “Now, then. We are currently closing the net, we believe, around the dangerous individual; he will not remain at large much longer. But while he does, we must insist you remain here, good folk, for your own safety.”

A mixture of groans and grumbles followed.

“Even now,” the man continued, “our agents are hot on his trail. Believe me when I say this. The scoundrel will not escape. Or he will not survive the night.”

2.

 

 

The long hours of the night had almost ended, but morning was still hidden behind the dark veil. The world was quiet with that pregnant silence that settles just before the first threads of birdsong begin to waft through the trees. Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy parted the bushes and stepped from the path onto the lawn of the tall house, even more foreboding now in the dark than when she had last seen it.

This is where it happened. Part of her quaked at the realization. She should never have returned. She should have put as much distance between herself and this place of death as possible. But no, she reminded herself. This was the only way to save poor Inspector Gerald’s life.

They paused just at edge of the yard. Something was wrong in the quiet of the night.

“Hello the house,” Mr. Darcy called. And waited.

Nothing happened.

“No one’s here,” Elizabeth said.

“So it would seem. That does not bode well for the inspector.”

“Perhaps they are all asleep.”

Mr. Darcy raised a single, skeptical eyebrow, but stepped forward. “Stay close,” he murmured.

“Always,” she answered quietly. In the dark, his hand found hers, and held it tightly for a brief moment. It was all she needed, for now.

Blood still stained the porch and doorjamb. Elizabeth tried not to stare as she crossed the threshold behind him. It wouldn’t do to fill her mind with dread at horrors that may or may not await them inside. She had to be brave now.

“Hello?” Mr. Darcy called again once they stood inside. There was a gentle snort from a room further in, the sound of someone rousing awake with a snore. Elizabeth followed Mr. Darcy back through the front entrance and parlor, and came upon a room with a single man in it. He was dressed in the nondescript, uniform black coat of the inspectors, though he seemed shorter and rather rounder than the others she had seen. He had been stretched out on a chaise, though now he sat up, pulling a blanket up over his lap.

“Excuse me?” he said, still groggy. “Can… can I help you? Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“I might ask you the same,” Mr. Darcy replied. “I see you wear the colors of the secret police. Are you an inspector?”

The man shook his head, then nodded. “No—that is, yes—well, I’m their physician, you see. Not an inspector proper, but yes, I ride with the force. I was left to look after the scene for the evening, as all the other men are out on the hunt.”

“Hm.” Mr. Darcy’s face was stern, but he had the good grace not to point out how poor a job the man had done of keeping watch if two civilians could sneak up on him like this.

“You’re a doctor?” Elizabeth said.

“Just so, lady.”

She looked to Mr. Darcy, relief washing over her face.

“One of your men is gravely ill,” Mr. Darcy said. “We left him out on the road, not too far from here, but far enough it was not possible to carry him, and we had no horse. Can you come with us to tend to him?”

“We fear he will not last the coming day without care,” Elizabeth added. But the man was already shaking his head.

“No, no, I’m sorry, but… I have to stay here, you see? If I leave, who’s to watch over the scene?”

“I’ll stay,” Elizabeth said immediately.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Mr. Darcy said. “I would never leave you alone in the midst of this.”

She looked askance at him. She knew he must be doing what he thought was right, but it chafed her to hear him speak so derisively of her. She was her own self, with her own mind to make up, after all. “Then you stay, Mr. Darcy, and I will attend the doctor to where we left the inspector.”

Mr. Darcy’s frown deepened. Elizabeth waited, as if daring him to disagree. When he spoke again, it was to the doctor. “Look, doctor. This man we left, he’s one of yours; one of the force. Have you not sworn an oath to care for his life? Will his blood not be on your hands if he passes when you could have done something?”

The doctor grimaced. “I have so sworn.”

“But you worry about leaving this place. Why?”

He glanced about. “You would not know these things. Why would you? You are not an inspector. But it is known—it is understood—that a man like he whom we seek, devil that he is… he has a tendency to return.”

Elizabeth’s brow furrowed. “Why would he do such a thing? Hasn’t he already killed the good people who lived here?”

The doctor stood, stretching. “I will come with you. Yes, you are right. It is clearly my duty. But… I fear I will fail in one duty by privileging the other.”

“If no one is here to kill and he returns, no one dies,” Mr. Darcy pointed out.

“But we may miss our only chance to catch him.”

Mr. Darcy’s eyebrows raised, and Elizabeth understood. Did this portly fellow believe he was going to catch the killer? All by himself?

“In answer to your question, my lady,” the doctor said, “who can pretend to understand the proclivities of the perverse? I can only say this. He does not return to kill again, but to relish the first time. To bathe himself in a sort of frenzy of his own flesh, in the memory of his unholy lust for blood.”

Elizabeth looked away. She did not require the man’s colorful sermonization. She supposed she understood what he was saying well enough. All men knew lust.

3.

 

 

Jane Bennet laughed. She was naked in the dark, shivering for cold and pleasure, warmed by the heat of the man she loved, upon whose naked body she lay. His hands drifted up her back and buried themselves in her hair, and he gazed into her eyes. 

“Oh, Jane,” he murmured. “I am sorry to compromise your dignity so. I would not have it this way.”

“Don’t let’s be silly about it, Mr. Bingley,” she said, surprising herself with her own boldness. The icy waters had given her a clarity she had seldom known. “Of course your gentle words are good and well-meant, but we are here now, and it is done. We are naked, we are pressed together, and…” She shifted her weight beneath him, feeling his flesh glide over her own. “I fear we are still very much in danger of freezing if we do not keep active.”

His eyes lit up. “You speak with wisdom as always, my lady love.” And with that, his mouth met hers.

Mr. Bingley was a kind and gentle lover, much like the rest of his personality, but he was also enthusiastic. Jane smiled as his hands probed and caressed every inch of her back. He rubbed her shoulders and neck, rubbed down the sides of her spine, rested for a bit in the small of her back, and joyously cupped and swatted at the curves of her buttocks. All the while they kissed and smiled, sharing the pleasure of love.

“Mr. Bingley,” she whispered, “I have never been with a man, you know.”

“And I never with a woman,” he answered.

She pulled away from his mouth, her eyes wide. “Truly?”

His face fell a bit. “Does this displease you, lady? Have I done ill?”

“No!” She cradled his face in her own hands. “No, you could never do ill in my eyes, my love! I am only amazed that such a man as you, someone so, well…” she twisted a bit, just enough to tease his bulging manhood to throb beneath her, “so well endowed, would never have touched a woman!” She was quite proud of herself for not laughing as the words escaped her mouth. They were silly, she knew, but the heart of them was true. She was surprised. And honored.

“Never in all my life,” he said, “never until I met you, have I set eyes on a lady so wondrously perfect, Jane. I do not regret that I have no other women in my past to spoil this night.”

His words moved her, and she kissed him again. “I am warming,” she said when she came up for breath. “You are doing your duty, Sir.”

“That is well,” he replied. “I believe it is my turn on top!”

Gently, lovingly, he rolled her onto her back. The grass was cool beneath her but she hardly cared; her body pulsed with the warm blood of passion, and all she knew was his beautiful skin, soft and strong and smelling of warmth. She lay back and gasped as his mouth traced down her neck, finding her breasts and taking in each nipple, one at a time, his tongue teasing them, flicking and licking and kissing.

“You are a amazingly adept,” she said, “for an inexperienced lover!”

“I have the pinnacle of all inspiration before me,” he answered, moving down her belly. She giggled. It tickled, feeling his hot breath against her navel. And when his hands traced down her thighs, and his breath began moving even lower than her belly, she nearly began to feel faint, so heightened did her arousal become.

“Mr. Bingley,” she moaned.

“I would taste you, dear Jane, if you will allow it.”

“I will!”

What followed made everything before pale in comparison for her. The man with whom she had so swiftly fallen in love burrowed his face between her legs and made love to her, his every attention dedicated to bringing her greater and greater pleasure. When he finally emerged, she could only beam at him. For all the cold, her cheeks had turned rosy and hot. 

“Come to me, my love!” she cried.

He grunted in acknowledgment and moved up her body, till he lay between her legs, which she wrapped around him. Now it was her turn to explore his body with her hands. She ran her fingers over him, silent in admiration of the rippling muscles of youth. He was a wild young stallion, and he was hers to command.

“Enter me, love,” she urged. “Now!”

“As you wish,” he said, pressing himself against her. She felt the tip of him find the opening, slick with pleasure and still very wet from his lovemaking, and she pressed back, grinding her hips against his. Wish a gasp of surprise, he slid inside her.

“Jane!” he cried.

“Bingley!”

He began to thrust, gliding in and out of her, just as a stallion glides over the grass. He was every bit as graceful, every bit as wild and enthused, and, she was not displeased to discover, every bit as quick.

“Good God!” he moaned, sliding into her a final time.

“Ohhhh!” she gasped, feeling her own plateau of pleasure returning even as he finished. He quivered against her, and she cradled him in her arms, full of the simple joy of providing comfort to another creature.

“My Jane,” he whispered. “Sweet, sweet Jane.”

“I am yours, now, Mr. Bingley,” she said. “I hope you are in earnest!”

He laughed, a good, wholesome sound. “Never have I been more in earnest in my life! I declare, before the new moon, we shall be made man and wife!”

Somewhere beyond the sound of the rippling brook, birds began heralding the morning.

4.

 

 

“Hold,” Mr. Darcy said. The three of them stood still. Elizabeth, the doctor, and Mr. Darcy were all about to exit the house where the murders had taken place. Now they waited in the dark silence.

“Did you hear something?” the doctor whispered. In answer, Mr. Darcy brought a single finger to his lips.

Elizabeth turned her gaze to the ceiling at the faint, quiet creak of wood overhead. Sure enough, there was someone—or something—in the house. Unless those were merely the sounds of the house settling before warming for the day. She looked askance at Mr. Darcy, who waved his chin back further into the house. “Quietly,” he mouthed, not daring to breathe a sound.

It was rather difficult. Not for Elizabeth, whose sprightly figure facilitated moving about without much noise when she required it, nor for Mr. Darcy, whose gentlemanly bearing gave him a sort of dance-like grace upon which to call, but for the doctor. The rotund man made more noise than the other two just by breathing. So it was rather a hopeless cause to try to find a stair to ascend without making any noise.

“Wait here,” Mr. Darcy tried to silently command him, but the physician merely shook his head. No, he would not wait. He would do his duty. He was there on behalf of the inspectors, and he would inspect.

The back half of the house was even darker than the front. The rooms, smaller here, held their shadows, reluctant to let them go. Windows were far smaller, and what little light did peek in was soon broken up increasing surfaces. Finally, Mr. Darcy, at the head of their party, found a stair.

“Will you wait here?” he breathed to the doctor. The physician looked up the stair, frowning, and set one foot on the bottom step. In the still house, it creaked as loudly as a lumberjack bringing down a heavy oak. The man retreated down, shook his head, and shooed Mr. Darcy up the stair. Elizabeth made to follow, and Darcy turned to her.

“No,” he mouthed. “Wait.”

“I will not,” she whispered. “I will not let you face it alone, whatever it is.”

Mr. Darcy seemed to stare her down for a moment, taking her measure. She knew he could never reconcile himself with the idea of putting her into harm’s way, but he had to understand that this was not his choice to make. She would put herself wherever she pleased, and just now, it pleased her not to leave his side. She pursed her lips. “Don’t leave me here,” she mouthed.

“Very well. But please stay close.”

“I will.”

Painstakingly slowly, they began their ascent. The stair was already narrow, but they stayed close to one side, so as to avoid the creaking so pronounced by stepping in the middle. Mr. Darcy spread one hand out in front of them, feeling along the wall as he went.

To Elizabeth, it was an alarmingly short climb. She thought the fear boiling in her stomach would make time slow, but she found she hardly had time enough to collect herself before they had reached the top. The second floor was even darker than the first, if it could be imagined. Heavy curtains were closed over every window, so that if there were a sliver of dawn on the horizon, she couldn’t have known it. Mr. Darcy led them past a landing and down a short hallway, peering into a room on each side as he did. The first time he disappeared into one of them, she held her breath, sure he would be attached. But this was not the case. He briefly closed the door to check behind it, then reemerged, shaking his head.

Thus they explored some four rooms before finally coming to the large door at the end of the hallway. Elizabeth checked herself. This had to be it. And this would have been where the creak originated, based on where they had been standing downstairs. She peered at Mr. Darcy, barely making out his face. He nodded to her and placed his hand on the door handle.

Just then, a ghastly, inhuman scream rang out, filling the house, and the door rattle. Mr. Darcy pulled his hand back reflexively and brought an arm around Elizabeth. She pressed into him, glad for his warmth, then looked to his face.

“I’m fine,” she said. “But what is it?”

He shook his head and reached for the door again, just as they heard the crash of breaking glass. He pulled the door open and they stepped into the room.

It was lit with the dull, gray almost-light of pre-dawn. To their eyes it seemed nearly blinding. It was a large room, furnished like a study, books on their shelves along each wall, and a sturdy, wooden desk off to one side. Sitting chairs manned each corner. And directly before them, a large, double-paned window was shattered. Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy both dashed across the room and gazed out, but no one was to be seen.

“Oh, my dear,” Darcy said, pulling Elizabeth into his arms. She did not resist him. “I was so afraid I would lose you. Afraid if I left you down there. Afraid if I brought you with me. I am not accustomed to knowing such fear.”

“I know,” she said, searching his eyes. He spoke the truth; the bewilderment she found there was a testament to it. “But you need never fear for me like that. Not like a child. You must trust me, my heart.”

Her breath caught and her heartbeat sped up as she proclaimed her feelings for him with the epithet. Had he known? Surely yes. Surely he could feel it every bit as much as she could—the constant tug between them, far deeper and more real than anything else around them now.

“I will,” he said. “Elizabeth. I will trust you. I… I adore you, you know.”

And when she gazed into his eyes again, she saw he spoke this truly, too.

“Kiss me, Mr. Darcy.”

“As you command, my love.”

Minutes later they had rejoined the doctor and were standing on the front lawn. Morning had truly broken.

“We must be on our way,” Elizabeth said, “if there is to be any hope for the inspector.”

“Yes,” the doctor said, nodding. “Of course.” His eyes betrayed his desire to stay—he stared up at the broken window—but he assented.

They found one more strange clue before leaving. In the packed dirt surrounding the front door, there was glass, shards from above, some even with bits of blood on their edges. But there were no footprints. Not so much as a single track.

“I care not for that,” Mr. Darcy said.

Overhead, a raven cawed and flew away.
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1.

 

 

Dawn had broken cold over the rim of the world. The sparrows had grow busy in the canopy overhead. Inspector Gerald, from his position at the base of a sturdy maple, watched them with something like peace. He had slid down the trunk and did not have the strength to right himself, so his gaze was drawn naturally upward. How lovely they were to watch. How simple their lives, how urgent, but how uncomplicated.

And short. So, so short. If it had not ached to draw breath, he would have sighed. Life was a fragile thing indeed.

“Forgive me, Agatha,” he murmured. Visions of his long-lost beloved swam before his eyes. But when he tried to focus, they dissipated. In their place was the lovely face of one Miss Elizabeth Bennet. Now that was odd. Why should he see her just then? He reached up, his arm lazy and sluggish, to feel the skin of her cheek, but she, too, was nothing but a mirage. His fingers passed through the chilly morning mist and clung to nothing. “And you, too. Forgive me for failing you.”

Not long now. His final moments were eking away like the night. He had always known he would die in the line of duty, but he had hoped, vainly, for a more glorious end than this. It was bitter to die before catching his prey. And from sickness! This was not how his story was supposed to end. He sniffed. So much for glory.

“Ho there! Sir! Can you hear me?”

“He looks very ill!”

The inspector heard two voices—young, full of beauty of brilliance, that of a man and a woman, and he willed himself to answer, but no sound came out. He could scarcely open his eyes. With great effort, he made a sort of a gurgle as they reached him.

“Can we help him, love?” the woman said.

“Of course, dear Jane! I would never leave a soul to die. But it will be difficult without a horse.”

Cogs turned in Gerald’s aching brain. Jane? Yes, and the man looked familiar as well.

“Bingley?” he croaked out.

“Why, it’s the inspector!” Bingley cried. “Can you stand and walk, sir?”

Gerald tried to shake his head. It lolled to the side with another gurgle.

“No, then,” Bingley said. “I’m afraid this won’t be very dignified, for which I apologize. But with a little luck, you’ll see another day. Here we go!” And with that, the younger man knelt down beside him. “Here, Jane—help shift him into me, would you?”

“Yes, of course.”

Inspector Gerald rose into the air with a quiet groan. He had been draped across Mr. Bingley’s back, and the younger man stood bent at the waist to keep him there. This would be a cumbersome journey indeed. “Alright,” Bingley said. “Day breaks! Onward to the town. Can you find it in the light, my love?”

“Yes,” Jane said. “I am sure of it. This way!”

2.

 

 

Elizabeth was traveling on the road to town with Mr. Darcy and the doctor. Fortunately their journey was much less bothersome this time, both because dawn had finally broken, and with it, the storm passed, and because they had secured three fresh mounts from the stables. The doctor had still been reticent to abandon his post, but with the life of Inspector Gerald hanging in the balance, and with the strange goings-on with the broken window and mysterious sounds in the murder house, he had not proved overly difficult to convince.

For her part, Elizabeth stayed close to Mr. Darcy. Their horses trotted alongside one another at a steady clip. The doctor rode behind, close enough to stay with the party but far enough that a conversation could be carried out with some hope of privacy.

“What happened back there?” Elizabeth wondered aloud.

“I daren’t say what I thought I saw,” Mr. Darcy replied. “Only that one moment I was sure we were about to catch someone in the house, and the next, we were alone.”

Elizabeth mused silently. The raven that had flown away had seemed dark and foreboding. And it had startled her, suddenly cawing and flying out of the silence. Was it possible it had been trapped upstairs, and they had been hearing it all along? She voiced this to Mr. Darcy, who assented that it could be the case. But nothing in his tone sounded as though he believed it.

“Slow, now,” Mr. Darcy called, raising his hand. “We are nearly there, I believe.”

Though it had been quite dark when they had left the inspector, Elizabeth believed he was correct. The trees changed in density here, and there was a gentle bend in the lane that seemed quite familiar. In fact, unless she missed her guess, she supposed they would find him against the trunk of a large maple just around the corner.

She spotted the maple before any of them, and led her horse straight to it.

There was no one there.

“Where could he have gone to?” She furrowed her brow and looked about, seeing no sign of anyone. But this was the place, was it not?

“Doctor,” Mr. Darcy said, “come here. Have you any experience reading tracks?”

“Some.” The older man’s horse came to a halt. He and Mr. Darcy bent over their saddles, gazing at the mud. “They came on foot.”

“Yes.”

Elizabeth stared at the ground. It was a patchwork of bepuddled trenches. “Who?”

The doctor shrugged. “Two at least.”

“A man and a woman,” Mr. Darcy said, “by the look of it.” He gave Elizabeth a knowing look.

“Jane,” she whispered.

He nodded. “And Bingley. Perhaps. In which case, they have taken up the good inspector and the three are now headed to town on foot.”

“In the muck,” the doctor said. “Could take hours.”

Elizabeth glanced at the sky. It did not hold the promise of immediate showers, but it was still overcast. After the terrible storm, she did not trust the weather to hold. “We must give them aid.”

“Agreed,” Mr. Darcy said. “Doctor? Will you join us?”

The man raised his eyebrows. “Are either of these people you mentioned medical professionals?”

Elizabeth shook her head.

“Then you’ll still need me if my man is to have any chance of surviving. Lead on, Mr. Darcy.”

The sound of horse-hooves in the muck filled the silence. Mr. Darcy brought his horse close to Elizabeth’s and spoke in a low, calm voice.

“I’m sure everyone has fared well, Elizabeth.”

She looked at him askance. She was still getting used to this new, more considerate Darcy, and it was very unlike him to initiate such a conversation.

“I only mean,” he continued, “I understand if you are concerned. I am as well. But I believe we will find all our friends and family members are well.”

“I thank you, Sir.” Her own voice came out tight and emotionless, surprising her. She hadn’t realized just how worried she was that the opposite was quite true. It had only been a day since she had seen the dead bodies in the house they had just left. What if her own father and mother, or her poor, silly sisters had suffered the same fate? She hadn’t been there for them. She hadn’t been with them. She’d been off galavanting around the neighborhood with the darkly attractive newcomer, the rich, eligible bachelor. How stupid of her. If they found her family dead, she would never forgive herself.

Mr. Darcy spared her a glance of concern, but bit his tongue. Perhaps he possessed some degree of wisdom.

3.

 

 

Mr. Bingley’s country holiday had taken turn after turn—from the mundane, to the delightful, to the horrific, to the sublime, and now, to the increasingly macabre. He had seen the state in which they had discovered the ailing inspector, and he was well aware that the man’s life was in no one’s hands but his own. His back ached and his legs burned with the effort of carrying so much dead weight. He focused on his breath. In, out. In, out. He could not fail this man. Even if Jane were not looking on, it would not do.

But with Jane there…

The thought of her swelled his breast with love and manly pride, and he felt his muscles wash over with fresh energy. For her good graces, for her loving smiles and her admiration, there was nothing he could not endure.

“Can I help, dear Mr. Bingley?”

Her voice.

It was the sweetest song, the most soothing balm.

“No, love, thank you.” He shifted the weight. “I can manage. Only, are you sure of the way?”

Jane glanced about. With the dawn, the road was much easier to read. “Yes, I think so.”

Their way was laborious but steady. They came to a bend, past which the air sparkled with voices. Mr. Bingley drew himself up just enough to gaze ahead. “Who—?”

“Mother! Father!” Jane rushed up the road toward the newcomers—the whole rest of the Bennet clan, from the looks of it. No, he corrected himself. Elizabeth was not present, nor her presumed traveling companion, Mr. Darcy. Mr. Bingley sighed. It would have been a relief indeed to find his friend on the road. But it was still some relief to have the help of Jane’s family, and to know, for her sake, they were well.

“Oh, Jane!” her mother cried. “Dear, sweet Jane! What a night! What horror! What agony! What—whatever are you wearing, my dear?”

Mr. Bingley and Jane both blushed deeply. After their romp in the rain, they had done their best to clothe themselves so as to not run down the road naked, but it had been difficult, with their clothes sodden from the storm, and with some articles torn and frayed from their passionate removal. Jane was in her dress, and not immodest, but pieces of her regular attire were rather conspicuously missing, and the whole of it was splotched with mud.

“I fell,” she blurted, “in the mud, mother. Into a rushing stream in the storm, no less! I may have died, either drowned or been rendered lifeless by the cold and rain, had it not been for Mr. Bingley, who pulled me from the water and brought me to safety!”

“Oh!” Mrs. Bennet turned an adoring eye on him. “Mr. Bingley, how very gallant! We owe you a debt that can never be repaid!”

Mr. Bingley gave a little bow. “It was only a pleasure to be of service to your charming daughter, m’am.”

“I’m sure,” Mr. Bennet said. His tone was less ingratiating, but not aggrieved. “But come, lad, let me help you with your load.” He came alongside and placed himself under one of the inspector’s arms. Mr. Bingley took the other, and breathed a sigh of relief as he stood upright once more.

“What happened to him?” one of the younger girls asked.

“I’m not sure,” Jane answered. “But he’s very ill, isn’t he? And he was out in the storm. He’s one of the inspectors, you see. He was with our party when we—” She paused and glanced at Mr. Bingley.

“When we attempted to wait out the storm at Longbourn,” he supplied.

“Ah,” Mr. Bennet said, “then the old house made it through? That’s good to hear.”

“Was Lizzie with you?” Mrs. Bennet asked.

“Yes, mother,” Jane said, “only, I confess I am not sure where she is now.” Her face fell. Mr. Bingley’s heart felt pierced with a lance. How he hated to see her pain!

“She is well,” he said, “I am sure of it. She is with the most competent man in England. If anyone can see a storm through and protect his charge, it is he.”

“He?” Mrs. Bennet said. “I certainly hope you are not referring to that odious man who does you the discredit to travel with you.”

Mr. Bingley’s face became stone. He had observed Mrs. Bennet’s chiding of Mr. Darcy these past few days, and he understood her reasoning. He had slighted her second-eldest, after all. But the fact remained that he was his best friend, and not only that, but also the best man he had ever known. He mastered himself before stating, calmly, “I do so refer, and I beg you not to trouble yourself. For all his idiosyncrasies, Mr. Darcy is a man of honor and action. He will keep her safe.”

“Hmmph.” Mrs. Bennet sounded unconvinced.

“In any event,” Mr. Bingley continued, “this man, who has become our charge in the night, must make it to the town to see a doctor, or I fear he may not live through the day.”

“But…” Mrs. Bennet grew wide-eyed. “But Lizzie! We cannot abandon her!” She made this plea to her husband, who sighed.

“I think we’d better take this man in, as Mr. Bingley says,” he answered.

“You would sacrifice your own daughter to—”

“Come now, Mrs. Bennet!” he cried. So uncharacteristic it must have been of him, she actually fell silent, mouth agape. “I am making no sacrifice. Well you know Elizabeth to be the most competent Bennet, more so than either of us, I daresay. I do not relish the thought of leaving her behind, if she is behind—which we do not know for certain, by the by—but if it is a certainty that this man will die without my help, I’ll take the certain bet right now and save him.”

This seemed to pacify her for the time being, and united, if begrudgingly, the party turned and continued with Jane and Mr. Bingley toward the town. He spared one glance over his shoulder, hoping against hope that he was not abandoning Elizabeth and Darcy to their doom.

4.

 

 

Time passed. The sun began to climb, casting a glow about Elizabeth, Mr. Darcy, and the doctor. It was eerie. A thick, heavy fog had rolled in over the road. The wood at either side materialized from the mist as they passed, then disappeared again. If Elizabeth let her mount slow too much, even her traveling companions began to fade, so obscured was her vision.

The passing of time did little to calm Elizabeth’s nerves. Her doubts had been replaced with a certainty in the pit of her stomach. She had failed her family. She had allowed herself to be seduced by this handsome, romantic stranger, and now she was nowhere near any of them. If they had needed her help, she had not been there to give it. She quietly cursed herself, chastised herself, prayed she was wrong, to no avail.

She had failed.

A thundering of hooves roused her from these maudlin reflections. How fast a rider must be moving to create such a sound in this muck! She urged her horse forward until she was close to Mr. Darcy. She expected to find the doctor to his other side, but he was nowhere in sight.

“Where is he?” she said.

Mr. Darcy was sitting high in his saddle and glaring through the fog in the direction of the sound. It had passed, left to right, as if someone had come tearing through the wood and crossed the road at a gallop. In these conditions? That was madness.

“I do not know,” he said softly. “Hold a moment.”

They pulled their mounts to a standstill.

“Doctor?” he called, not loudly, but firmly. His voice was muted in the heavy cloud cover. If anyone heard him all the same, they did not deign to answer.

“Doctor?” Elizabeth called. Perhaps her voice would carry better.

The sound came again, this time from the right. It crossed the road behind them and evaporated into the wood once more. Someone was circling them, then. The inspectors’ doctor? Whatever for?

“Gah!!!” A man screamed in fear and agony, far off the road to their left, in the direction the hooves had just galloped. Elizabeth had already pulled her mount around to head that way when Mr. Darcy drew up beside her.

“Stay close,” he said.

“You too.” Whatever her feelings, they could not afford to lose one another just now.

The horses had trouble on the soft forest floor. The undergrowth was not too dense, but the top layer of leaf-rot had been churned up and muddied in the storm. They were forced to go quite slowly, both for that and for the horrid visibility. More than once Elizabeth saw a tree that seemed to materialize from thin air directly in front of her just before her horse turned to go around it.

Even so, there was no mistaking the sight of the body when they came to it.

“Oh, no,” Elizabeth murmured. The poor man.

Mr. Darcy hopped down, his boots squelching, and knelt beside the doctor to check if he was alive. He clearly was not. “May he rest in peace.”

Blood covered his front, dripping down from a gaping slash across his neck. The man had met a swift and violent end.

When Mr. Darcy looked up again, his eyes were dark with anger. He rose to his feet and called out loudly into the forest, “Coward! Is this how you do your work? Under cover of either dark or fog? Come out and be seen! Come and answer for what you have done!”

Elizabeth eased down from her horse, thinking to do something with the body. Pray over him, perhaps. He deserved more dignity in death than he had received so far. But when she reached him, all she could do was close his eyes. “Rest in peace,” she murmured, echoing Darcy’s words.

“Come to me, coward!” Mr. Darcy yelled. He had moved away from her, stepping into the wood, showing himself. Hoping to draw the murderer out? Elizabeth wished he would not use himself as bait. It seemed foolhardy; the first foolish thing she had seen him do. But she understood his sentiment. It must be driving him mad, seeing all this death around him and not being able to put a stop to it.

“Oh!” She gasped in surprise as she was plucked from the ground. The rider had come up behind her soundlessly, muted in the fog, and snatched her up. The black horse across which she found herself draped galloped away.

“Elizabeth!” she heard Mr. Darcy call, but his voice had already grown faint.

She was doomed.

“No!” She began to kick and claw at the cloaked figure. He had pinned her to the horse, but it must have been taking all his concentration to ride over that terrain at such a speed. It was not sustainable with a hostage—not if she resisted. “Let me go!”

The head turned to her, the dark folds of the hood masking the face in shadow. It did not speak, but only bent lower, urging the mount on.

“Let me go! Now!” Desperate, she kicked at the only thing she could reach—the horse. Her heels dug into its flanks just behind the forelegs, urging it on to even madder speeds. A thrill of fear that had nothing to do with the hooded man surged through Elizabeth. If she were to have her head smashed into a tree trunk at this speed, she would very likely not wake up ever again.

“Come back, you villain!” Mr. Darcy’s voice was impossibly close. How had he caught up to them in the fog? Hope bloomed in Elizabeth’s breast. She was not abandoned. Together, they could stop him!

“I’m here, beloved!” she cried. Her voice would give him his bearings. The hooded man must have had the same realization, for the next thing Elizabeth knew, a hand covered in a velvety red glove began to smother her face. She cried out again, but the sound was stopped by the glove.

Darcy’s horse, which she fancied she had begun to hear, seemed to grow more distant. The hooded man did not let up, neither with his mount nor with his grip on Elizabeth. Real panic seized her. She had seen what this man did. She had seen the bodies. And she had just lost her chance at escape. Before the sun set, she would die.

Not this day, she told herself.

“Ahhhhh!” The man cried in exasperation and pain as Elizabeth sank her teeth as deeply as she could into the palm of his hand. She bit through velvet and felt the resistance of flesh, and kept biting. So he was human, after all.

“Elizabeth, I’m coming!” Mr. Darcy’s voice was more distant, but she heard his horse begin to gallop once more.

“I’m here!” she called. The man tried to stifle her again, and she bit him again. With a grunt, she shoved her off his horse and galloped away.

“Here, my love,” she called as Mr. Darcy drew his horse to a stop and jumped down in one graceful motion. He was at her side in an instant.

“Are you alright? Did he harm you?”

“No, no, love, I am well.” She gazed into his eyes. His were wide with fear, roaming over her, searching for any sign of hurt. But for her part, a deep sense of peace had begun to well up within her. Peace and acceptance. This, this here—his hand on her cheek, his hair moist in the morning fog, his eyes full of love and concern—this was real. This was everything for her. His eyes stopped roving and locked on hers.

“You…” he swallowed. “You love me? Truly?”

She smiled. “Mr. Darcy, for a short time this morning I had almost convinced myself I was a fool to ever think it, but yes, I do. I love you.”

“Oh, Elizabeth!” He bowed his head. “I thought I would lose you. I thought… oh, God in heaven. I could never forgive myself if… I could never live with myself. I…” When he looked at her again, his eyes brimmed with tears. “I cherish you, Elizabeth. You are the most precious person I have ever known. And I love you so, so much. I must have you, Elizabeth. Now and forever. Say it will be so. Say you are mine.”

Their faces drew together, their lips perilously close. His eyes grew half-lidded as he gazed down at her mouth. She had never felt so desired.

“Mr. Darcy, are you proposing to me?”

“Now I have looked death in the face by your side, it’s all so clear. I would die for you, Elizabeth. I would kill for you. I will live for you. Be my wife.”

She surrendered to the passion in his words, and finally, blissfully, kissed him.
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It is said that “all’s well that ends well.” Elizabeth Bennet was not sure she believed the letter of the idiom, but the spirit of it resonated strongly with her at the moment. For all the uncertainty and fear that still hung over the country, something real and true and deeper than any of that had taken root in her heart.

Love.

It’s also said that “all roads lead to—” well, to whatever location the speaker wishes to emphasize, either by importance or lack thereof. Rome, originally, Elizabeth supposed. But at the moment, all roads led to an inconspicuous inn and tavern in town. It was there that the mysterious but ever-confident Agency of Inspectors had gathered the various families of the neighborhood, vacating their homes for the evening. But evening had passed. Most of the morning had passed as well, and if any news had turned up from the manhunt, Elizabeth saw no evidence of it as she arrived with Mr. Darcy. The Inspectors—those who remained in the tavern—all seemed on high alert, and the residents seemed to have very little idea as to what was happening, why they had been evacuated from their houses, or when they would be allowed to return. So it was with a sense of great duty that Elizabeth and Darcy arrived to relay their own observations to the men in charge.

“And this was in the house by the lane, you say?”

The man had a great, furry moustache. It danced whenever he spoke and twitched with agitation whenever he was silent.

“Yes,” Darcy replied. “That is, we were on our way back from that house when we saw him. And when he… well, when he slew the doctor.”

The man’s face grew a shade whiter. “Dr. Appleton is dead?” He spared a glance at Elizabeth, who stood very near, and lowered his voice, intending, no doubt, to spare the lady such talk.

“I was there,” Elizabeth interjected, putting an end to that. “Yes. I saw it happen. The murderer killed the doctor, and very nearly made off with me as well. But for this man here,” she placed a hand tenderly on Mr. Darcy’s arm, “I may have been his next victim. Or hostage.”

The man gave a little bow to them both. “I am relieved, my lady, to see you safe. And I, and the entire brotherhood of Inspectors, and the Crown itself, sir, are forever grateful for your service. Name any boon and you shall have it.”

“A good deed is a reward unto itself,” Darcy replied. “And the deed is not yet done, for the monster lives. Is there a plan in action for hunting him down and putting an end to him? Tell me, for I have seen these people terrorized enough, and I wish to help.”

Elizabeth’s heart swelled in her breast with pride. That was her Darcy, the same man who had held her in his arms and promised to make her his wife. Her heart had, at long last, found its match.

“At the moment,” the man said, “we are awaiting word from our Captain, a Sir Orland.”

Just then, the doors of the tavern burst open, and a small party poured into the relative shade. Elizabeth squinted to make them out, then let out a little gasp and rushed to greet them.

“Jane!”

“Lizzie!”

The sisters embraced. Mr. Bingley and Mr. Bennet, who together shouldered the burden of a very ill-looking man, delivered him to the other inspectors by laying him on a table.

“Give him space,” Mrs. Bennet cried, “Let him breathe!” Her words, though noble, seemed to have the opposite effect, and the throng gathered around the table where she had assumed the role of chief minister to the ailing form of Inspector Gerald. Perhaps that had been her intention all along, as she seemed to revel in the attention this naturally brought. “He is dying! Oh! For goodness’ sake, isn’t anyone here a proper doctor? Oh, Lord above, save this man! Oh, the agony!”

Her theatrics were cut off by the arrival of one more newcomer, and this one drew all the attention in the room. For it was the captain of the inspectors at long last, come to hear the reports of his lieutenants, and he bore a weighty presence. He was tall and imposing, not particularly broad-shouldered, but tough-looking and with a sort of glowering menace. The sort of glower you hoped to have on your side in a scrap, and never against you. His eyes took in the scene quickly, though Elizabeth thought—perhaps she imagined?—that they lingered on her specifically for an instant too long. Something tingled in her spine with that glance. It was not unlike the discomfort Mr. Darcy had originally inspired in her.

“Sir Orland,” the moustached man said, saluting his captain. “This woman is an eyewitness to the murderer, and may have details you will find useful.” He gestured at Elizabeth. When Orland looked at her again, the smoldering angst of his gaze seemed to have evaporated. He made a deep, gentlemanly bow. When he spoke, his voice a rich, deep baritone, his manners showed him to be a gentleman of the finest sort. Elizabeth felt the consequence of it.

“I am sorry, Miss…”

“Bennet,” she supplied, making her curtsy.

“I am sorry, Miss Bennet, that you had the displeasure of seeing this monster in person. But any details you can provide may prove invaluable in catching the fiend. If you would come outside with me, where we may speak in private, please.” And with that, he offered his arm.

Mr. Darcy noticeably stiffened, but was not about to interject in the business of a knight in the service of the crown, and so he kept his silence, only glancing up once as Elizabeth passed. I am here if you need me, his eyes seemed to say. She gave him a little nod and approached the captain, taking his arm gingerly. His jacket and livery were very fine, and were matched perhaps only by the pair of exquisitely crafted red velvet gloves he wore. An alarm sounded in her mind, but she could not place the memory, and she left with Sir Orland.
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The street outside was unnaturally quiet, with nearly everyone in the town still cooped up in the inn. A few horses stamped at their posts, snorting as Elizabeth and Sir Orland strolled out and passed by. He led her down the packed dirt street past two or three shop fronts before taking a deep breath and sighing.

“This is an awful business,” he said. “A terrible thing. I am so sorry it should come to grace your lovely community.”

“Yes,” she replied. “Thank you.”

Something in his delivery unnerved her, though she knew not what. He sounded put on, as if he was not sorry in the least, and couldn’t care a whit what happened to this or any other community. Perhaps this was just how world-traveled men spoke of such things? But she had been to London and met people of the city before, and he seemed… different. Unique.

Uniquely unnerving.

He nodded at two brown mares as they passed the horses. “Fine beasts. Lovely things, truly. You breed them well here. Nothing like that black demon beast he rides. It should stick out like a sore thumb if he’s had the impudence to bring it into the village.”

Elizabeth paused. “I don’t believe I’ve told you the color of his horse yet, sir.”

“No? Ah, well. I simply assumed you knew, having seen him. And I knew from other reports, of course.”

“Oh yes, of course.” She told herself to calm down. This was the chief of the inspectors, their captain. If anyone in all the countryside could be, should be trusted right now, it was this very man.

But for the gloves, he may have had her.

It came back in a rush, the memory of that red velvet pressed to her mouth. Her eyes widened, her heart beat to burst from her chest, as cold panic swept over her.

This was the man.

She was numbly aware that she was alone with him—had put herself in his power—and that they were walking further away from everyone who could help her with every step. She was carrying herself to her own tomb. Her only advantage at the moment, she realized, was that he did not seem aware just yet that she had recognized him. She cleared her throat and did her best to make her voice sound perfectly normal, though it still came out a few notes higher than she would have liked.

“Have you been to Derbyshire before, sir?”

He shook his head. “Never. I’ve spent most of my life on the continent, you know. Working abroad. And of course, headquarters are in London.”

“I see.” She could not think of a meatier response, but she felt obliged to encourage him to keep talking so as to give herself time to come up with a plan. Her mind raced, but putting anything together was like grasping for pieces of straw in a flood. They simply sped by.

“I have hoped to come up here for sometime,” he continued, “to hunt. Nothing like a good hunt in the country.” He said these words with an ungentlemanly relish. “So I’ve been given to understand, that is.”

“Oh, yes,” she blathered, “my father enjoys hunting. So does Mr. Darcy. Have you met him, by chance? He is a witness too; why don’t I run back and fetch him? Surely you’ll want to take our testimonies together—”

As she said these words, she turned as if to walk back to the inn, but at her first step, Sir Orland reached out and held her by the wrist. He did not hurt her, but the strength of his grip promised hands of iron if he wanted to use them. She recoiled in abject terror.

“Why, Miss Bennet.” He smiled. “Are you feeling well? You don’t at all look it. I’m afraid the exertion of the night has made you very tired indeed. Come, why don’t we find a place for you rest? Here.” He tugged on her arm, leading her toward the open door of an abandoned shop. It yawned before her like the gaping entrance to hell itself, and as sure as she knew her own name, she knew that if he pulled her through it, she would never leave alive.

“No, sir, I am well enough!” She resisted and he pulled harder.

“Nonsense. I’ll see to it that you have a place to rest inside, and then later, when you are feeling better—”

“What is the meaning of this?”

Sir Orland stopped and turned, that bestial scowl returning to his face, as he beheld the speaker. Elizabeth knew him immediately by the sound of his valiant voice, as she would know him anywhere.

“Mr. Darcy, I presume,” her captor said.

“I am. Why are you holding Miss Bennet in such a manner? And where are you taking her?”

“Miss Bennet is an important witness now, Mr. Darcy, and what I do with her and where I take her are the concern of the Crown, not you. Good-day.”

When Darcy spoke again, his voice was of ice. “Call your second, Sir Orland.”

Orland drew himself up to his full imposing height. “I beg your pardon.”

Mr. Bingley came into view and strode up behind Mr. Darcy, a pistol in either hand. From whence he had procured them, Elizabeth knew not.

“Call your second,” Mr. Darcy repeated. “Mr. Bingley here shall be mine. I challenge you.”

“To a duel?” The man spat the word out as if it were an insult. “How quaint. I suppose next you’ll want to hold a wrestling match, or spar like a couple of gladiators. My God, what a backwards place this is. But surely you’re joking.”

“I assure you, I am not.”

Sir Orland’s own face grew hard as stone, then he sneered at Darcy. “Very well. A duel. I shall dispatch of you myself, and quickly, too. I have no need of a second.”

“Very well.” Mr. Darcy nodded to Mr. Bingley, who handed him one gun, then retired to the side of the road. “Miss Bennet will be allowed to exit the street so she is not in the line of fire,” Darcy said.

“Ah, ah, ah.” Sir Orland wagged a begloved finger in the air. “That won’t do. How do I know this isn’t all some ruse to make off with my star witness? Indeed,” he raised his voice, for a crowd had begun to exit the inn and gather behind Mr. Darcy, “how do I know you are not the true villain, Darcy? Your figure and frame match the descriptions I’ve heard so far! And you are but lately arrived, are you not? It seems remarkable that your arrival in the neighborhood should coincide with the murders!”

A few people gasped and murmured, and Elizabeth noticed the wall of spectators seemed to shrink back several steps. Distancing themselves from Darcy.

“It’s not him!” she cried loudly. “He isn’t responsible! I know this!”

“Oh?” Sir Orland rounded on her, raising his voice even more. “And how do you know, Miss Elizabeth? Were you in the house on the night of the murders? Can you swear that this… this Mr. Darcy wasn’t present?”

“Well, no, but…”

“But you’ll claim to have been with him in the night when the murderer struck again. Yes, how convenient. And just how was it that a young woman such as yourself found herself, unaccompanied, in the presence of a strange man?”

The murmurs from the crowd increased. Elizabeth blushed at the implied accusation.

“Enough words,” Mr. Darcy growled. “Let us do this, Orland. The survivor can fight for the love of the people after.”

“As you wish, Darcy.”

“Wait!” Elizabeth cried. A wild idea had taken her. Whatever else this foul man may be, Orland was obviously an officer of the law, and as such, would likely be an excellent marksman. As moved as she was by Darcy’s desire to protect her and her honor, she doubted very much that Orland would miss. So she ran to him, throwing herself to her knees, and grabbed his hands—in which his ornately decorated pistol already rested. “Listen to me!” she said. “He is not the murderer, I swear it!”

“I care not what you swear, girl!” he snarled, pushing her back. No matter. She’d had just enough time. “Let us be on with it!”

The men counted out twenty paces, turned, and fired.
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It’s a funny thing. No matter how well-trained a man is, he’ll still find it exceptionally difficult to hit a target if a small, silver-chained necklace prevents his pistol from firing properly.

Call it cheating. Elizabeth didn’t care. She knew this man for what he was, and he needed to be stopped. She had wrenched Darcy’s precious chain from the neck, and, while on her knees, had managed to quickly and deftly loop it around the firing mechanism. In the heat of the moment, Sir Orland had managed to take his paces, turn, aim, and fire, all without noticing the thin chain. But it was enough to utterly ruin his chances of destroying Darcy.

Darcy, on the other hand, had a bit more luck.

His ball struck true, boring a terrible hole in the knight’s breast. The man, shocked, fell to his knees, then his face. Being closest to him, Elizabeth heard his sputtering noises, and rushed forward.

“Say it,” she whispered fiercely as she knelt beside him. “Confess. This is your only chance. Unburden your soul, monster, or be forever damned. I know you are the fiend responsible.”

He turned his face to her, and with one last, ghastly smile, breathed his last. Elizabeth hung her head. She had hoped he would clear Darcy immediately with a confession, but it had not been obtained. And now the entire neighborhood had seen Darcy kill the man. If they could not be convinced that Darcy was not the murderer, he may find himself at the end of a rope.

“Murderer!” someone cried, as if on cue. Elizabeth looked up to find a wall of angry faces, all of them trained on Mr. Darcy.

“He killed him!”

“Just like he killed those others!”

“Friends, please!” Mr. Bingley rushed to Darcy’s aid, raising placating hands. “This was no murder you witnessed, but a manner of honor, challenged and accepted. Mr. Darcy had no choice but to offer the challenge in response to a threat made on Miss Elizabeth’s Bennet person. Any one of you, if you call yourself a man, would have done the same, I am sure!”

“Well, what if he was right?” someone yelled. “She’s just a harlot, and he killed him for her!”

“Yeah!”

Elizabeth rose slowly to her feet, trembling. Her head spun. This was not going well at all.

“I say we serve justice,” another man yelled.

“String him up!”

“String them both up!”

By now Elizabeth’s family had made their way outside, and they, along with Bingley, endeavored to reason with the crowd and pacify them. But the mob was well beyond reason. Almost nothing could have stopped them just then, until another man came riding up from behind them, parting them like Moses and the sea, one gun raised high in the air, firing once above his head. It was the moustached man, the inspector lieutenant from the inn. He rose a tall, terrible looking beast, a great black stallion. Elizabeth recognized it all too well. And in his hand he held a wadded-up bundle of black fabric, which he threw to the ground once he had cleared the crowd.

“Stay, good people!” he called. “There is your monster’s cloak! Here is your monster’s mount! And there”—here he pointed ahead at the lifeless body of his own captain, Sir Orland—”is the black-heart who terrorized you all night!”

He dropped down from the horse and approached the body.

“But how can this be?” someone asked. “He was a knight!”

“Yes,” the lieutenant replied. “He was. And my captain, too. But it was all artifice. All a facade, carefully crafted to hide his true nature. I found the cloak in his personal bunk, and the mount in his personal stable.”

In the face of such proof, the people seemed to accept Orland’s guilt and forget all about Darcy. The crown melted away, leaving the Bennet family to tend to Elizabeth. But she had already rushed to Darcy’s side and wrapped her arms around him.

“My dear sweet Darcy,” she cried, nearly sobbing with relief. “I thought we were done for!”

“You saved us, didn’t you, Elizabeth?” He glanced to her neck, no doubt noting the absence of the necklace.

She smiled and laughed. “You can buy me a new one. I demand it!”

“You shall have it, my love. For that is what you are. Beloved to me, Elizabeth.” He kissed her, long and deep and full.

They were interrupted by the gentle but firm sound of Mr. Bennet clearing his throat. Mr. Darcy pulled away, as if he suddenly realized the terribly impropriety of his actions, and bowed before Elizabeth’s father, blushing very deeply. “Mr. Bennet,” said he, “I… I apologize, sir. I have fallen very deeply in love with your daughter, and I wish—that is, I hope—I—what I mean to say is—”

“We’re to be married!” Elizabeth supplied.

“Oh!” Mrs. Bennet beamed, breathless, as she clasped her hands together.

“With your permission, sir, of course,” Mr. Darcy said.

Elizabeth watched as her father considered Mr. Darcy a moment. His gaze flickered up, distracted by the sight of Jane and Bingley likewise embracing. “It seems,” he said, “it may be a double wedding. I hope that won’t bother you, Lizzie.”

Elizabeth smiled so widely it nearly hurt. “Nothing could make me happier, papa!”

“Of course you have my blessing, child. And Mr. Darcy.” He made a little bow.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Yes, well. I’d better be off to learn the good news from my eldest as well.” His eyes twinkled as he smiled at Darcy and Elizabeth before striding over to speak with Jane and Bingley.

“Oh, heavens!” Mrs. Bennet said. “Mr. Darcy! I always said you were the most agreeable, most pleasant man to ever visit the neighborhood!”
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A week passed. Inspectors came and went, closing the investigation. The dead were buried. The case was closed. And life in Longbourn began to settle into the new normal, with Mrs. Bennet all a-twitter over her eldest two daughters’ engagements. For Elizabeth’s part, she looked forward to leaving her parents’ house, but part of her would always live here, in the old neighborhood along the lane. Where she had found her love.

She was reflecting on this one night as she sat before her mirror, undressing for bed. She had not seen him in two days, as he had been to Pemberley to begin making arrangements for their life together. How she missed him! She marveled at how someone could miss another person so much after not seeing them for such a short amount of time. She had really only known him a week and a few days, and really only truly known him since that night. The night he saved her, and she saved him, and they had pledged themselves one to another.

She smiled at the glint of gold around her neck. He had, true to his promise, replaced the petite silver chain with a new one of gold. Its shimmer caught the warm candlelight, reflecting back to her in the mirror, and she thought of the warmth of his touch, of his embrace. Oh, if only he were here just now! How she would love to model her new necklace for him. Perhaps take everything else off to better highlight it for his appraisal.

“Elizabeth,” a man whispered.

She sat up like a rod, eyes wide, and turned. There he was, Mr. Darcy, in the flesh, at her window.

“What are you doing?” she rushed to the window and pushed it the rest of the way open—it had been cracked just a bit for the breeze—and looked out to see he had somehow scaled the outside of the house. “You’ll break your legs if you fall!”

He grimaced. “Unpleasant, to be sure, but if you don’t mind taking care of an invalid—”

“Mr. Darcy! Come here at once.” She made to pull him in by his arms, and he pulled himself in through the window and onto her floor. Sighing, she raced to the door and fastened the lock. “I can’t promise Jane won’t come by,” she said.

“Tell her you don’t feel well.”

“You clearly don’t know Jane. That would only encourage her to come back with a damp towel and stay by my side.”

“Ah. Perhaps you can employ her to care for me if I break my legs, then.”

She swatted at his chest. “That’s enough of that. I am vexed that you put yourself in danger, though.”

“But are you not pleased to see me?”

His eyes softened like those of a schoolboy. On such a man, the look was both comical and deeply romantic. Elizabeth wasn’t sure whether to laugh or swoon, but she certainly wasn’t angry anymore. “I’ve missed you,” she finally said.

“And I you. Elizabeth, however will we survive the next month?”

This was to be the duration of their engagement. She sighed. Kisses and embraces and been few and stolen since that public display in the street. Elizabeth had a reputation to restore, even if her slanderer had been proven a murderous fiend. She glanced at Darcy. His shirt had come open just a bit, probably during the climb, revealing the broad, chiseled muscles of his chest. She longed to be held in his arms, not just for a moment, but all night. Her eyes grew half-lidded as a comingling of love and lust filled her body, and when she met his gaze again, she felt the intensity of it.

“Let’s not,” she said, her voice huskier than she expected. “Let’s not wait. Why should we? You are mine and I am yours, Fitz, now and forever. And here we are,” she gestured to her bed, “and we have hours.”

His face grew unreadable beneath that lock of dark curly hair.  A quiet moment passed.

“Miss Elizabeth,” he finally said, his voice soft, “I believe you are attempting to seduce me.”

“Your powers of perception are unrivaled, Mr. Darcy.”

In a moment, their lips met, all their pent-up desire releasing in a flash of passion. 
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The next few moments were blurred by pure, carnal lust. Elizabeth’s hands found Mr. Darcy’s chest and began searching, roving, exploring every inch of muscle while they kissed. Her fingers found his remaining buttons and opened them, then pulled the shirt up over his head. For his part, Mr. Darcy began to free Elizabeth from her clothing. She was already in a state of relative undress, being in her night-clothes. Off came the long night-gown, then the slip underneath. Their bodies pressed together, more flesh against flesh than ever before, and shots of electric energy went zinging along Elizabeth’s limbs. Mr. Darcy drew her to the bed and lay her on her back upon it.

“Wait,” she whispered. He stood still, looming above her, the very vision of every sensual dream she had ever dared indulge. His shoulders were broad, his neck strong, his face, noble and kind, with a hunger burning in his eyes, reigned in just barely. The rest of his body… Elizabeth blushed. She had no basis for comparison, but she found him very pleasing indeed. “I’ve never…”

He cocked his head to the side. “Is that troubling you, my love?”

She smiled gently. “Does it trouble you?”

“What if I were to tell you I never have, either?”

A man like that? She almost ogled him below the waist, but managed to keep eye contact and said, “I might say I find that hard to believe. Not because you lack honor, Fitz—you’re the most honorable man I know—but surely you’ve had opportunity enough.”

“Perhaps.” He sat on the bed beside her. “But I have not wished to lay with a woman I did not love.”

He said the words so simply, so free of any drama or beguilement, she was forced to believe him. “So you have never…”

“I have never.” He smiled wryly at her. “Though I hope very much that is about to change. With my lady’s blessing, of course. But if you have changed your mind, and wish to wait, then my dear, of course I—”

“No!” She stopped him, reaching a hand out to clasp his own. “No, Fitz. I want this. I want you. Now. Right now.”

He nodded. “I have never wanted anything more than I want you, Elizabeth.”

They were kissing again, only this time she was on her back, he was above her, their naked flesh teasing and brushing together from time to time. She marveled that he did not tire holding himself up.

“You,” he whispered in her ear, his breath sending shivers down her spine, “are my beloved.” His lips found her earlobe. Then his teeth. Then his tongue. He gasped in pleasure and wrapper her arms around him, pulling his body down unto hers. His manhood throbbed against her soft thighs, and she very nearly quivered in anticipatory pleasure.

“And you are mine,” she answered, kissing his neck, his face. He returned the kisses and began to move down her body, worshiping her neck, her breasts, her navel. She took a handful of his soft, curly hair, and tightened her fingers. He growled in pleasure.

“All mine,” he murmured against the soft skin of her belly.

“Prove it to me,” she whispered, shocked at her own audacity. With a chuckle, he descended further. Her back arched up in response to his hot, hungry breath between her legs. Soon he was kissing her sex, sucking, licking, and tickling, too. She bit her lips to hold back a giggle, afraid to seem girlish, and found herself moaning like a woman instead.

“I have always longed,” he said, his voice thick with lust, “to taste you.”

“Do it now!”

She began to pull his head forward and back by the hair, rubbing him against her, even as he licked and licked. “Was this what he had meant all those nights ago? Or perhaps what her subconscious had implanted in her own mind? No matter, perhaps she would ask him later. Right now, there was only passion and pleasure.

“Stop, stop!” She pushed him away, fearful of the growing urgency in her body. It tickled too much. She would enjoy it too much. This was too much pleasure for one person to have, surely. It must be sinful. It must be wrong.

“Have I displeased you?” he asked—not wounded, exactly, but with a hint of concern. No, there was no vanity in him now. Whatever pride he had was lain low before her. He was only concerned for her happiness. She smiled at him.

“No, my love. Only I am nervous.”

“Do you want to stop?”

She shook her head. “Absolutely not.”

“Then come.” He lay on his back beside her. “Kiss me. You be in control for a while. Perhaps it will ease your nerves.”

His hands roved over her body, inviting but not pressuring her to join him. She rolled and climbed on top of him, following his example and pushing herself up on her arms. It was tiring.

“You can sit, if you like,” he said. She sat up and found herself more comfortable immediately. And she found him throbbing against her buttocks, waiting impatiently.

“How do you live with that… all the time?” she said, blushing and almost laughing.

He laughed, bless him. “Well it isn’t like that all the time! Only when a certain young lady is nearly sitting on it. Good god, Elizabeth, you are so beautiful.”

She watched him look at her. His eyes wandered over her belly, up to her breasts, to her face, taking in every detail, approving, delighting. She beamed.

“I love you,” he said.

“And I, you.” She leaned forward to kiss him, and their mouths savored each other.

When their lips broke again, he positioned himself beneath her. “There,” he said. “Do you want this?”

“I want you,” she whispered, facing down her last bit of fear and laughing in its face. “I want you right now.”

He slid into her as gracefully as a swan glides down to a pond. He gasped with pleasure, and she answered, nearly crying out. It hurt a little, at first. But as her body grew accustomed to him, it began to feel very different indeed. He slid slowly in and out, letting her maintain most of the control.

“Do you ride, Miss Bennet,” he said.

“I love to ride, Mr. Darcy.”

“Then ride. Ride now!”

His hands reached behind and clutched at her buttocks, guiding her over him, and she slid on and off, forward and back, with ease. The same looming wave of pleasure as before began to approach, but this time, she embraced it.

“Oh, Elizabeth!” Mr. Darcy’s face was growing quite red, his breathing short and ragged.

“Mr. Darcy! Fitzwilliam!”

He slapped and grabbed at her backside again, pulling, agreeing with the urgent need of her own body, and she sped up, thrusting into him and feeling him plunge inside her again and again and again. She was slick and slippery, and she slid all the way till their bodies met, a sort of intimate embrace. Again and again they met. Elizabeth began to gasp for air. The wave had come.

“Oh, god, Elizabeth!”

Her wave crashed over her and she moaned, quaking, feeling her body squeeze him even as he began to pulse within her. For a moment time seemed to stop, their hearts stopped, their breath stopped—everything. For a moment there was nothing in the world. Just the magic between them.

When it was over, she collapsed, her legs weak, and he cradled her in his strong arm, kissing her on the cheek. “You are magnificent,” he whispered.

“I am also pleased with your performance,” she teased him.

“Will I do for a satisfactory husband?”

She laughed. “You’ll do, Mr. Darcy.”

 

 

 

THE END.

Dear Reader,
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