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            Darcy walked over to pick up the letter as Elizabeth passed behind her father, distracting him with a kiss atop his head while stealing leftover toast from his plate. She bent down to kiss Georgiana on her cheek.

At that moment, Fitzwilliam came sauntering into the room. "Good Lord," he groaned loudly when he caught sight of Darcy's preposterous grin. "Taking to sleeping in, I see." He walked over and took a plate from the footman stationed at the buffet. "
Very
reminiscent of Pemberley, I must say. And there is joy once again in paradise. Thank heaven."

"Fitzwilliam, is this not now your third breakfast? How in heaven's name can the empire afford to keep you fed?" Catherine studied her nephew's plate in awe.

"Well, dearest, actually, I have been known to shoot new recruits for their rations." He sat down happily and buttered his bread. "And besides, I much prefer to think of this as my first lunch."



Chapter 15
Darcy read the note from Bingley with alarm.

Dear Darcy,

I am in dire straits, old friend. I need you at Netherfield as soon as possible. Please hurry, and again, please do not say a word to Elizabeth. Hurry.

Charles

"Is something wrong, William?" Elizabeth stood at the breakfast buffet watching her husband's brow darken.

"No, dear, nothing much really. However, some business does seem to have arisen that I will need to attend to as quickly as possible."

"No trouble at Pemberley, I hope." Georgiana quickly looked up from her tea.

"No, no, Georgiana." Darcy folded the letter and put it into his pocket. "But it is something I must see to as soon as possible. Elizabeth and Georgiana, I am afraid I shall have to leave for a while. I will notify you as soon as I can ascertain the length of my departure. Aunt Catherine, is that all right with you? I should only be a few days at most."

Catherine looked insulted.

"Whatever do you mean, 'Is that all right?' Why of course it's all right! They are both welcome in my home for as long as they like." Catherine picked up her teacup, muttering crossly to herself before her focus was derailed by several of her dozen or so dogs, now fighting over the scraps of ham and bacon and cheese she had thrown to them on the floor. "Spartacus! Ulysses! That is beyond enough! You are worse than spoiled children." Two King Charles spaniels stopped for a moment and then assailed each other once again. "Whatever gets into those two?!"

"A few days?!" Elizabeth stopped halfway into her chair. "William, what is the issue?"

"Nothing, dear. Boring stuff really. It is the... drainage. Yes. A new drainage system is being tested by Charles at Netherfield Hall, and I promised him I would help out if he ran into any difficulty." He leaned toward her to kiss her head. "Evidently, there's a glitch, and Bingley is in need of some consultation. You know I am widely regarded as the local expert on drainage."

Fitzwilliam mumbled into his coffee, "Evidently, water really does find its own level."

"I will go and speak with him," Darcy continued after glowering at his cousin, "and if I am unable to quickly remedy the situation, I will put him in touch with whatever professional is needed and return immediately."

"Go take care of that business. I can watch over our Lizzy for as long as you need, Darcy." Mr. Bennet, as usual, displayed no desire to know what problems there may be concerning physical operations of the estates. He immediately forgot about Darcy and hurriedly set upon finishing his breakfast so that he could return to "his" magnificent library.

"Thank you, sir. I will return as quickly as possible."

Elizabeth was worried, despite his assurances. She knew his every mood and nuance; he was plainly concerned about more than drainage. She smiled sweetly at Darcy when he touched her hand and kissed her cheek.

***

The following morning, Lizzy watched from their bedroom window as his horse rode away.
He sits so well on his horse, and he's so handsome and kind and brave and noble and sweet and bold and heroic.
Placing a protective hand over her stomach, she decided to have a word with their child.

"I must speak with you (we will settle on a name soon, I promise). Papa will be gone for a little while, helping out your uncle Charles. You will come to realize, when you are older (say one day old or two) that this is often the case with your father, since he is the most clever and decent of men. The happiness of many people, as well as our own, rests on his magnificent shoulders."

She walked slowly to the bed. Still morning sleepy and already lonely for her husband, she lay down, tenderly holding her stomach. She yawned and smiled.

"Your mama is very clever also, you know." Lying on her side she brought her knees up and cuddled her stomach in her arms. "I put a trinket in his coat pocket to surprise him, a locket within which is a lock of your mama's baby hair. Hopefully this will make him feel so hideously guilty and wretched that he will return to us sooner than he had thought."

This was, incredibly enough, Elizabeth's first brazen attempt at wifely maneuvering, and she was quite proud. She was also extremely tired, gently patting her tummy and pulling the cover up to her shoulder, relieved that the little sprite within her had finally stopped booting her spine.

***

"Mrs. Darcy, Mrs. Darcy." Her maid was trying to wake her by gently shaking her shoulder.

"William?" she garbled and looked around, blinking at the semidarkness of the room.

"No, ma'am, sorry, it's just me, Cara. A message was delivered to you from Mrs. Bingley. Lady Catherine thought it might have something to do with Mr. Darcy's errand. She said I should bring it right up to you."

Elizabeth tried to shake the sleep from her thoughts, surprised to look around and see a darkening room. "What time is it?"

"Nearly supper time, ma'am." Cara curtseyed and left the room.

Jane wrote a letter? Wait! I had another letter on the windowsill in my dressing room. Oh my, that was two or three days ago.
Lizzy tore open the new message, dismayed with herself for not having read the earlier one.

Lizzy,

We have arrived safely and are having the most wonderful time. I feel very guilty about enjoying myself so much and Mama gone so recently, but after all that sadness, it is good to be alone with Charles and the baby, and just relax. Charles says we are to spend a second month here, so please do not worry.

Were you as surprised as I at Caroline's generosity? She has, unfortunately, broken off another engagement, evidently. It happened before mama's passing but is something of which we have only now learned. She arranged this trip for us shortly after that. You see, there is good in everyone, even Caroline Bingley. Give my love to Papa and William.

Lizzy got up from the bed and went to her dresser, searching for the original letter from Jane, and found it in the back of a drawer.

Dear Lizzy,

I wanted to let you know that Charles and I will be away for at least one month. We are going to Bath for a small vacation as a gift from, of all people, his sister, Caroline. It seems she has been planning this for a few weeks.

Perhaps that is what she and Darcy were discussing at Mama's funeral luncheon. They seemed to be very secretive; remember, I mentioned it to you? This does seem more something you or Darcy would think of, rather than Caroline. But I am being very ungracious, as this is a most generous gift.

I will write to you upon our arrival there. Have a wonderful time with Father. Give him and Darcy both our love.



Chapter 16
"Caroline?! I didn't expect to see you here. Where is Charles?" Darcy had handed the butler his coat and hat, and was immediately shown into the formal drawing room at Netherfield Hall. He looked hastily around the very familiar room, immediately feeling the vague apprehension he always experienced when alone with "the Viper," as he and his cousin sometimes called her. All of these emotions were evident on his face as Caroline beckoned to him, her hands outstretched in welcome.

"Mr. Darcy! How wonderful to see you, handsome as ever I must say! Charles told me to expect your arrival and that I should make you as comfortable as possible. You have only just missed our sister, Louisa, and Mr. Hurst. I believe Charles said he had some urgent matter and then suddenly galloped off. He asked me to have you wait for him, said he would return as soon as possible."

After giving her a chaste peck on her perfectly rouged cheek, Darcy took a seat across from her. She looked charming in a simple, pale country frock, the neckline of which, though low, was demurely trimmed with delicate ecru lace. Her fiery red hair was loosely tied back with ribbons. It was a puzzle to Darcy how she could continue in looks as she grew older, while her character seemed to diminish.

"Where is Jane?" he asked, nodding at her butler's offer of tea.

Caroline waved off the butler, announcing she would pour, and then stared blankly at him for a second. "Oh, yes! Jane. Jane has gone to London with the baby. She is seeing her doctors there."

"I hope they are in good health. That isn't the problem about which Charles means to talk, I hope?" Why ever would Jane be in London, seeing doctors, without Charles? Apprehension brought Darcy forward on his seat. If anything were to happen to her beloved sister Jane, Elizabeth would be devastated.

"Oh heavens, not in the least. She and the child are visiting her aunt and uncle Gardiner. Please calm yourself. Charles will join her there shortly. She is doing splendidly, and so is the little one."

Relieved, Darcy rested back again in the chair, fumbling for his pocket watch and instead finding the locket Lizzy had slipped inside. The feel and look of it was familiar and an immediate comfort to him, bringing a quick grin to his face. Lizzy knew him so well. The locket had been given to her when she was a small child by her mother, and it meant the world to her. It contained some of Lizzy's first baby locks. What a conniver she had become!
Well, maybe I can find out what's wrong and have my solicitor take over the problem. I can send off a message to Hastings & Griggs tomorrow and then leave early Friday morning, back home by the afternoon. Thirty miles is not a great distance.
That thought brought back a vivid remembrance of one of his and Lizzy's early battles, that long year before they wed, and in particular, his opinion that the thirty miles between Rosings Park and her parent's home, Longbourn, were not nearly enough. He winced with the memory. God but he had been insufferably arrogant with her in those days.

"Do you know what Charles was contacting me about?" Darcy asked finally, replacing the locket in his pocket.

"I haven't a clue. He doesn't share his personal information with me, and I don't share my private, personal life with him."

The hairs on the back of his neck stood in alarm, and his eyes glanced up quickly as Caroline advanced toward him with his tea. He tried in vain to deflect his vision from the exposed mass of white flesh bouncing toward him. Her low-cut gown, though perfectly in fashion, left nothing to the imagination. Nothing about Caroline was left to the imagination.

Suddenly, the immense parlor seemed too small to contain them both. In panic, Darcy began to rise, but she pressed his shoulder, encouraging him to sit back and relax. Her breast just slightly skimmed his ear as she leaned across him to pour cream into his cup. "Let me service you, sir," she whispered. "It's not often I have the opportunity to please a man as handsome as yourself." Deep cleavage loomed before him.

Elizabeth will rip my head off
. His thoughts were calm, his castration inescapable.

"You
will
stay for dinner, won't you?" Caroline continued as she settled back into her chair. Darcy was squirming in her presence, and his reaction thrilled her. It was, after all, a reaction she was completely expecting. She could afford to go slowly now; they had all night. "Hopefully, Charles will be home by then. He must be mortified to have had to leave like this; he's such a kind soul and would be devastated if he thought he had offended you in any way. Pray, do not become angry with him over this and storm off."

"No, of course not, Caroline. Charles is the finest of friends. I don't mind in the least." His hand clutched Lizzy's locket.

"What do you hide in your pocket, by the way? I am intrigued by what little I have seen as you keep returning to it over and over. Is it some extravagant watch fob you've purchased? A diamond stickpin, perhaps, or a pearl? I do adore pearls."

"Far from it, Caroline." He held the locket loosely in his hand, the chain dangling. "As you can see, it is a very simple, inexpensive locket." She reached out her hand, and he reluctantly placed it there. "It is my wife's," he said meaningfully.

"A child's heart locket, with a cutting of hair. How quaint." Her lip curled as she swiftly assessed what little monetary value it held. Smiling politely, she turned the locket over and over in her hand and then returned it to him.

***

It was seven o'clock in the evening, and Charles had still not returned, so Caroline called for the dinner to be served. They ate a delicious meal and talked of old friends and common acquaintances. Caroline could be a very warm and charming companion when it served her purpose, and she had many humorous stories of Carlton House escapades. A gracious hostess, she frequently signaled for the wineglasses to be refilled.

"Caroline, this has been a very pleasant evening, but I am growing concerned about Charles. I hope nothing's happened to him on the road."

"More than likely his meetings went over time. Perhaps he has taken refuge for the night. You know very well that my brother, Charles, can easily become muddled. Business affairs go quite over his head. He doesn't possess your natural brilliance and experience. Frankly, I am of the belief that his attentions have been so taken with his marriage and new family that a problem arose of which he was unaware until it grew too late. He is most fortunate to have a friend like you to whom he may turn."

Darcy had never been someone who appreciated or sought out flattery and was becoming more and more guarded with Caroline's adulation. In possession of an accurate and honest opinion of himself, knowing most of his own strengths and admitting to more than a few weaknesses, he rarely courted others' approval. He eyed Caroline narrowly. Her brother had left the house and never returned, and she appeared unconcerned by it all? Something was not right about all this. The Caroline he knew was many things: self centered, amoral, cruel, calculating, and diabolical. However, she
was
a good sister. She loved her brother.

He was also keenly aware that they were alone, late at night, in this big house deep in the country, thirty miles away from his wife, a wife who would slaughter him if she ever found out. Good God. He had a mental image of three cackling Lizzies standing before a caldron, stirring and stirring what appeared to be his head grinning from the pot, his eyebrow raised in slight alarm. He chuckled and looked toward the fireplace.

"It's so good to see you smile and relax, Mr. Darcy. You are devastatingly handsome at rest but even more so when you smile. I daresay that your responsibilities have more than doubled now with your new family. I'm sure that you often wish to have some time away from all those obligations and give yourself... relief?" Above her wineglass, she smiled wickedly at him, the last word of that sentence a taunting question. Darcy's heart started to quicken as her tongue licked the rim of her glass. She had a long, soft tongue--he remembered that.

"It is too late now for you to return to your aunt's estate. More's the pity, the roads are treacherous after all this rain we've had. Charles would insist that you stay here in your old rooms this night. He will return soon, I am quite certain, possibly even later this evening. Let us retire into the drawing room and have our brandy."

***

As they sat and talked before the warm fire, the effects of the wine and the brandy began to percolate, and Darcy had to remind himself not to have too much of a pleasant evening. But, God in heaven, it
was
a relief to be away from the stress of the baby and the estate problems of his aunt's, his sister's fears about the upcoming presentation, his cousin's guilt from the war--even if for just a few hours. Yes, it was like old times to sit here with Caroline and flirt and laugh and gossip about old friends. And drink. How long since he had felt the effects of a tad too much alcohol? In fact, he was already good and foxed. He closed his eyes as the room spun around him, resting his head on the back of the chair while he loosened his neck cloth. He shook his head vigorously and squeezed his eyes. Nothing was helping.

"Are you tired, Darcy? It is getting very late. Perhaps we should go upstairs to bed?" He was startled awake by Caroline's husky tone.

"No, no, 'm fine, Caroline. 'M a bit sleepy, though. Oh, thank you. And just what is this brandy called?" He reached out his glass to the footman who had opened a new bottle. "It's actually very good. Very smooooth. Barely feel a thing."

"Well, that settles it. You will be staying tonight, seeing as you, my friend, are well into your cups. I'm certain Charles will be along by the morning."

Doubt and suspicion struggled for a coherent foothold in Darcy's well-oiled brain. His eyes narrowed at her, making Caroline begin to giggle. "Upon my word, of what are you afraid, Darcy? I am but a small, frail woman, and our history is long over, is it not?"

"Actually, Caroline, m' dear, 'm afraid we really have no history." Ha! Surprised her with that one. Darcy tried to keep his voice steady and friendly and his mind alert. She was still
somewhere
in that room. Had to be alert with Caroline, he remembered that.

"Well, then, you have no reason to refuse my hospitality. We are both of us adults, Darcy, and old intimate friends. If Charles has not returned by tomorrow, we can send a note around to see why he has been detained."

It all sounded so very reasonable to him, the words she spoke ones of hospitality and kindness, so why did he feel so guilty? Ach! He was just so bloody tired. Darcy shook his head to clear the fog that had settled in, and rubbed his eyes, and pinched the bridge of his nose.

"Is something wrong?" Caroline asked innocently.

"No, no, nothin' really, Caroline. Jus' wonder why Charles would ask me t' come here and then leave. Are you certain Jane's all right? Why would he leave Jane 'n city and come back here t'see me?"

"Well, I believe his problem is of a very personal nature, one that he felt more inclined to discuss here at Netherfield. Shall we retire?" Nothing was making sense to him, but Caroline never did make sense. He remembered that.
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