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            Author’s Note

         
         During the canonical events of Pride and Prejudice, Miss Georgiana Darcy is sixteen; she has turned seventeen by the end of the book. To avoid writing a minor entering into
            a relationship with someone older—especially given the problematic nature of Miss Darcy’s previous experience with Wickham—I
            decided to age Georgiana up by three years, making her twenty at the start of The Miseducation of Caroline Bingley. Caroline is three years her senior, making her twenty-three, and thus the power dynamic has been somewhat rebalanced.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         A book was an abominable thing, Miss Caroline Bingley decided, for no matter which book you picked up, their stories were
            already set in stone, and one’s own tastes or opinions—no matter how excellent—could never prevail upon them to change.
         

         
         Satisfied by the philosophical insight of such a thought, she strolled across the Darcys’ library again. Her journey took her past the sofa where Miss Georgiana Darcy—younger sister of the man who had, only a week prior, married Miss Elizabeth Bennet—was curled up like a contented cat. It was the third time in half an hour that Caroline had taken a turn around the room, and the third time that Georgiana had, once again, ignored Caroline’s delicate sighs in favour of concentrating on the book in her hands. Though the library at Pemberley was large and the seating arrangements—two long couches upholstered in an elegant shade of burgundy, accompanied by several matching chairs set into alcoves along the wall—were comfortable enough to please any numbers of readers, Caroline found herself in dire need of fresh entertainment. After all, one could only stare at the paintings of the ancestral Darcys on the wall for so long before one began to feel them staring back. She hesitated in front of a moustached man, who glared down at her from under a set of eyebrows so grey and hairy they looked like two mating caterpillars, and felt a shiver roll down her spine. 

         
         Swallowing her discomfort, Caroline selected yet another handsomely-bound book from the shelves. Flipping idly through it,
            she discovered only dry descriptions about land management. With a frown, she returned the book to its rightful home. “Pray
            tell me,” she complained, turning to face her companion, “what is the use of having a library in one’s home if one does not
            actually stock anything worth reading?”
         

         
         “I recall that, not so long ago, you could find no fault whatsoever with my brother’s tastes,” Georgiana said, without looking
            up.
         

         
         “I’m afraid I do not know what you mean. Surely even your brother does not spend his evenings deeply absorbed in”—she craned
            her head to the side, the better to see the title on the spine of the book which she had just put back—“A Dissertation on the Chief Obstacles to the Improvement of Land, and Introducing Better Methods of Agriculture Throughout
               Scotland?” Her lip curled in a sneer. “A thrilling read, to be sure.”
         

         
         “You are standing in the wrong area if you wish to be amused.” Georgiana still hadn’t looked up, though she pointed a finger
            at the opposite side of the room. Tendrils of perfectly curled fair hair framed her handsome face, which currently wore an
            expression of placid contemplation. “We keep what few novels we have over there.”
         

         
         Caroline crossed to the desired section, but the titles there did not inspire much hope: Gulliver’s Travels. The History of Tom Jones. The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman. She rolled her eyes. Other countries, world history, their own mundane lives—these were topics upon which men loved to lecture at length, but she had rarely found those conversations stimulating. “I am sure that these will be equally as dry as the first one I picked up. Really, it is a wonder that the whole room does not burst into flames whenever the candles are lit.” 

         
         Miss Darcy heaved a sigh of her own, which was much louder and more irritated than the ladylike sighs Caroline had been so
            lately emitting, and dropped the book she had been reading onto her lap, though her finger remained on the page to mark her
            place. “Perhaps it is not the fault of the books, then, but of the reader herself. What say you to that?”
         

         
         Caroline advanced to the hearth, where a small but merry fire burned in the grate, and took a moment to warm her hands. Though
            it was early summer, there was still a slight chill in the air, no doubt caused by the housekeeper’s insistence on keeping
            the windows open all night to freshen the room. Caroline’s blue dress, which had served her perfectly well whilst upstairs
            in the guest room with a blazing fire, felt rather thin and insubstantial down here.
         

         
         “Nothing at all,” she retorted, “seeing as the argument makes no sense whatsoever. How can the fault of a book lie with a
            reader?”
         

         
         “What I mean to say is that I do not think you possess the attention span to truly enjoy a book,” Georgiana said, leaning
            back on the sofa. The dress she was wearing was a simple one—moss green, with lace trim at the hem and bosom—but it brought
            out the hues in her brown eyes to great advantage. She was as fair-haired as her brother was dark, but those beautiful eyes
            were a familial trait. “For it would require you to live another’s life for a few minutes, perhaps even an hour or two, which
            I do not think you could abide, particularly if the character’s views did not align perfectly with your own.”
         

         
         “I do not think that there is anything wrong in preferring to be one’s own self,” Caroline huffed. “You make it sound like some great defect of character.” 

         
         The flames in the handsome fireplace crackled, filling the silence. Georgiana opened her mouth as if to add something, then
            closed it again, perhaps thinking better of it. “Not necessarily,” she said, after a moment’s thought. “But do not you think
            it may be a matter of being reluctant to give up control in some way? One cannot influence a book to comply with one’s whims
            and wishes, after all.”
         

         
         This came remarkably close to what Caroline had been thinking only a minute prior, though she wasn’t about to admit that now.
            “Certainly not.”
         

         
         Georgiana’s lips twitched. “Hmm.”

         
         Caroline glared at her. “I believe you are laughing at me, Miss Darcy.”

         
         The smile which she had been repressing now made itself plain. “I believe you are being ridiculous, Miss Bingley.”

         
         “What are you reading?” Caroline asked, pointing at the edition in Georgiana’s lap. Dutifully, Miss Darcy turned the book
            so that Caroline could see the cover. “The Mysteries of Udolpho, eh? Well, that explains it!” she exclaimed. She had no real idea what The Mysteries of Udolpho was about, but the title suggested an air of grandness and mystique. “There must be two hundred books in this room, and yet,
            you are hoarding the only interesting one.”
         

         
         “Four hundred, actually. At least, at last count. And you’re welcome to this one.” Georgiana closed the book and offered it.
            “I would love to hear your thoughts upon it.”
         

         
         With a delighted grin, Caroline accepted the novel, plopped down on the couch next to Georgiana, and began to read. To her surprise, the story began with a young lady called Emily bemoaning the manner in which she had been obliged to part from her love, Valancourt. This interested Caroline for a minute or two, as it seemed that some delicious gossip must be forthcoming, but in truth, very little reason for the separation was provided. She read on, hopeful of gleaning a juicy morsel or two, but could only discover that Valancourt had pleaded with Emily to remember him at sunset. Why sunset specifically, Caroline could not tell. Perhaps it had some significance to the lovers, or even to the author, though she could not determine what that significance might be. 

         
         Within another page or two, even the romance faded away, and with it vanished any hope of gossip. Before long, Caroline grew
            restless with the description of Emily’s journey through a landscape she did not recognise. She quickly tired of the references
            to Alpine shrubs amidst the crags, fluffy clouds, and delightful villages. Those things could be found in almost any place
            in England; why would one bother to write about something everyone could see whenever they liked?
         

         
         Lowering the book to her lap, she stared out of the long windows which so beautifully framed the view of the Pemberley estate. It was such a lovely day outside; the sky was a beautiful, deep blue, with only a few puffy clouds chasing each other across it like playful children. There was hardly a breeze, and the trees which she could see through the window were barely trembling at all. The hedges, which lined the paths and walkways of Pemberley, had lately been trimmed back, though not nearly enough for her liking—her brother, Charles, kept the hedges at Netherfield as straight and neat as soldiers awaiting their marching orders. In the distance, she could see only a slender sliver of the stream, though it sparkled as brightly as any jewel. From a window on any of the upper floors, one could see more clearly how it opened out into wider banks, becoming a stately river of some importance, though here in the library, the view was far too impeded by thick woodland to see such a thing. 

         
         A bird flapped past the window at speed, catching her eye. The room in which she and Georgiana now sat was north-facing, which
            rendered it much dimmer than the drawing room on the south side of the house. Despite the attractiveness of the drawing room,
            painted in a pretty shade of light blue and—perhaps more importantly—with far fewer Darcy ancestors scowling down disapprovingly,
            Georgiana much preferred the library and spent most of her days here. It was not an inelegant room by any means, wallpapered
            in a pale yellow flock which had remained the same as far back as Caroline could remember. Miss Darcy’s late mother had apparently
            preferred this room above all others, and her daughter seemed to have inherited the same inclination.
         

         
         “Perhaps we ought to take a turn around the garden,” Caroline suggested, closing the book with a snap, already thinking about
            which bonnet would match her blue dress best. “I have heard that it is not good for the complexion to spend too much time
            indoors, especially when summer shall be over soon.”
         

         
         “We have only just entered June, and we took a turn around the garden only an hour ago,” Georgiana reminded her, flicking
            through yet another book, as if it were the most interesting thing in the world. Perhaps The Mysteries of Udolpho had only been a kind of decoy, designed to distract Caroline from poaching the book Georgiana truly desired to read—the one
            now in Miss Darcy’s hands.
         

         
         A cunning trick, Caroline thought, delighted to have caught on to the scheme, but you shall not outfox me. She pointed to the book in question. “What is that one?”
         

         
         “It is called The Parsonage-House, by a Miss Elizabeth Blower.”
         

         
         “What is it about?”

         
         Georgiana sighed. “Perhaps if you stopped interrupting me every two minutes, I might read long enough to find out.”

         
         Despite the chiding words, her tone was mild. Undeterred, Caroline plunged onwards, lest Georgiana become so absorbed again
            that she forgot her guest existed. “Do you know if your brother intends to pack any books to take with him?”
         

         
         “On his first trip alone with his new wife?” Georgiana’s eyebrows rose until they almost disappeared into her hair. “Why,
            I have no idea. They will be busy touring England and . . . er . . . Well.” She cleared her throat, a pink tinge blooming
            on her cheeks. “I hardly think they will be doing much reading.”
         

         
         Caroline turned back to face the fire, repressing a sudden urge to hurl The Mysteries of Udolpho into the flames; Emily and Valancourt and their ridiculous obsession with sunsets could burn in hell for all she cared. “I
            have no doubt they will be reading plenty, for Miss Elizabeth Bennet loves a good book, does she not?” Despite her best efforts,
            the words came out rather bitter. “I seem to recall a certain conversation in which she made plain that she felt her fondness
            for reading made her very superior to—”
         

         
         “If you are so concerned about my brother’s literary habits, then why don’t you ask him about them tonight?”

         
         Startled, Caroline spun so fast, the book almost slipped from her fingers. “They are coming here? Tonight?” she exclaimed.
            “Why did you not tell me?”
         

         
         “They are not,” she corrected. “Only Fitzwilliam is returning home to Pemberley. I received his letter this morning, but he was clear that—” 

         
         “I have not heard any news from Charles on the matter,” Caroline interrupted.

         
         Her brother was married to Jane, the eldest Bennet—Elizabeth’s older sister and the only Bennet whose company Caroline could
            tolerate for more than a single minute. Charles was not the world’s most constant letter-writer, but he ought to have updated
            her on his plans.
         

         
         “As I said, only my brother is coming home,” Georgiana repeated patiently. “I believe Charles plans to stay with the ladies
            at Netherfield, so that they may spend a last week or two with their parents before the party rejoins Fitzwilliam at Birmingham,
            whereupon both couples will travel together to Bath for several weeks. At least, that is the plan at present, as far as I
            know.”
         

         
         Whenever Caroline thought about Mrs Bennet—which was thankfully not often—she couldn’t help a shudder of revulsion. It was
            bad enough that poor, sweet Jane was saddled with dreadful sisters, but to have an ill-tempered old goat of a mother was really
            too bad. What are the other sisters called? Catty? Libia? She frowned, trying to remember. Something like that. And then there was the short, serious one who played the pianoforte well enough but had all the social graces of a half-cooked
            goose. Really, in comparison, Miss Elizabeth Bennet seemed almost desirable company.
         

         
         Almost.

         
         “Charles puts up with such ridiculous things, does he not?” she said, unable to help the note of sourness which infused her
            voice. “Sometimes I wonder about him.”
         

         
         “Some people,” Miss Darcy said, the book rising from her lap as slowly and steadily as a sunrise, to take up residence once again directly in front of her face, “occasionally put themselves in situations of varying degrees of discomfort for the sake of others whom they love.” The book lowered only slightly, just enough for Caroline to see beautiful dark eyes narrowed in exasperation. “As you will see tonight, when I will no doubt be called on to entertain an entire party when I have not the least desire to do any such thing.” 

         
         Caroline was no longer listening. She tossed the book onto the nearest table—no point returning this one to a shelf when she
            had no idea which section it had come from in the first place—and stood up. “How large a party? And what on earth for?”
         

         
         “Merely a few select friends, who wanted to wish my brother congratulations on his marriage.”

         
         Wonderful. Just wonderful. Now she was going to have to spend an entire evening hearing every single detail about the Bennet sisters and their recent
            felicities. “Could they not have written letters?”
         

         
         “One would think you disliked parties almost as much as I.”

         
         “I merely . . .” Caroline hesitated, but there was no real explanation she could give which did not invite either further
            questioning or reveal some vulnerability which she was not prepared to do at any time of day but certainly not before lunchtime.
            “Well, I suppose I ought to go and get myself ready.”
         

         
         “For tonight?” Georgiana glanced at the clock. “The party is not for another six hours.”

         
         “One can never be too prepared, my dear,” Caroline declared, before sweeping out of the room.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Caroline had to admit that the housekeeper, Mrs Reynolds, had outdone herself yet again. The drawing room was amply lit with
            two dozen candles in silver holders, each so polished that the flames looked like twice the number. Caroline had often seen
            Mrs Reynolds adjusting and readjusting said candlesticks—sometimes even with a measuring tape in hand to ensure that each
            adhered to precise intervals—and so, she knew only too well how careful the placement of each had been, yet the housekeeper’s
            positioning managed to look artful rather than uniform.
         

         
         Two long tables had been brought into the drawing room and placed under the large windows which overlooked the south side of the estate. One table groaned under the weight of cold meats, cheeses, and four different types of cake, while yet another held platters of sweetmeats and pastries, including a large plate of Mr Darcy’s favourite apple puffs. Servants moved to and fro amongst the crowd, ensuring that each guest had a suitable drink and that everything was very much to everyone’s satisfaction. The party was larger than Caroline had expected—around thirty people, most of whom she recognised on sight as being friends of the Darcy family. Amongst them were several gentlemen of her brother’s acquaintance, and she was obliged to conduct three separate—though equally tedious—conversations before she could reach the opposite end of the room, where Georgiana stood resplendent in a dove-grey gown. 

         
         Miss Darcy looked the very picture of elegance and beauty, though she had once complained to Caroline that this was her least
            favourite dress, for although the material shimmered and shone to wondrous advantage in the candlelight, it was almost unbearably
            itchy.
         

         
         “Thank goodness,” she said, upon seeing Caroline emerge from the crowd. “Do distract me from this infernal dress or else I
            fear I shall tear it off right here and now.” From Georgiana’s lips, the threat seemed even more scandalous than it would
            have from anyone else’s.
         

         
         “If it is really that bad, then why on earth are you wearing it?” Caroline inquired.

         
         “It was a present from my brother,” said she. “A couple of hours of pain on my part seems a small price to pay for making
            him happy.” She rolled her shoulders, evidently repressing the desire to scratch. “Perhaps it will have an accident tomorrow
            after he is gone. Dresses sometimes fall into fires of their own accord, do they not?”
         

         
         “Alas, the pattern of such unfortunate incidents is well known,” Caroline murmured. “A shame to waste something so gorgeous,
            though. Do they not say that beauty comes at a cost?”
         

         
         “A price I am unwilling to pay, if it means enduring this.” Miss Darcy rolled her shoulders a second time, though the action
            seemed to offer little relief. “Good grief, it’s as if a thousand tiny insects have been ordered to nibble on my flesh. Only
            a man would purchase something so damned itchy. It’s not as if they have to put up with anything remotely similar.”
         

         
         Caroline scanned the crowd again but was unable to locate a familiar figure with dark, curly hair. “Speaking of our guest of honour, where is he?” 

         
         “Oh, you just missed him. He’s gone off to show his new horse to Lord Braithwaite. Though I rather think he was looking for
            an excuse to leave the party for a while.” Georgiana shifted again, grimacing. “You know, he is never quite comfortable amongst
            a large crowd, even comprised of his friends.”
         

         
         Surprised, Caroline raised an eyebrow. “Did not he invite these people in the first place?”

         
         “Such a thing was expected of him, so he did it. One may say many things about we Darcys, but at least we always adhere to
            the standards society has set. However ridiculous they might be,” she added under her breath.
         

         
         The unexpected bitter edge of Georgiana’s tone made Caroline glance at her, startled. Perhaps the itchiness of the dress was
            causing her ill-temper to escalate—but the next moment Miss Darcy was all smiles. “Mr Warwick, how lovely to see you!” she
            exclaimed, as a man stepped out of the crowd and came towards her. “I’m so glad you could make it. And where is your lovely
            daughter?”
         

         
         The man bowed, smiling back. “Emmeline sends her apologies, Miss Darcy. I’m afraid she has rather a bad cold at the moment
            and regretfully did not feel she was fit to attend.”
         

         
         “Oh dear. In that case, I shall have the cook send you home tonight with her special remedy. It is quite awful, I admit, but
            it will ensure that Emmeline’s cold will be cleared up in no time.” She turned, dropping her voice so that only Caroline could
            hear. “Unfortunately, I must leave you now to do my duty as hostess, whether I like it or not. There are still several acquaintances
            I have not yet welcomed.”
         

         
         Caroline watched as Georgiana moved through the crowd, blushing and bestowing a sweet, shy smile on everyone who greeted her. A young man standing near the window gazed at Miss Darcy with clear admiration and only stopped when his companion jostled his elbow and leaned over to whisper something in his ear. The young man paled and stared into his wine glass. What on earth was that about? Caroline wondered. She had no time to investigate, though, for after a round of enthusiastic pleading begun by Mr Warwick,
            Georgiana finally acquiesced to play a song on the pianoforte.
         

         
         Her voice was truly a delight—a pleasing, resonant timbre, not too high or shrill—and her range was most impressive. Caroline
            watched Georgiana’s fingers dance up and down the keys with incredible dexterity. She herself could play, of course, as all
            well-heeled young ladies ought, but very few could compare to Miss Darcy’s natural talents. Yet Georgiana bent her head as
            if checking the sheet music—strange, for Caroline had seen her play this piece a hundred times without ever needing to do
            so—and for a moment, the smile slipped from her face. When Miss Darcy lifted her head, however, the smile was back in place
            and as bright as ever.
         

         
         Caroline shook herself. Silly. She must have imagined it. What young lady with such obvious talent would not want to be the centre of attention? Particularly in front of an illustrious crowd who applauds her every move. After shouts of encouragement, Georgiana was obliged to play yet another song on the pianoforte, followed by a third on the
            harpsichord. As the last few notes of this third song faded away, Mr Darcy entered the room with Lord Braithwaite on his heels.
            Dressed in a black jacket and crisp white shirt, a black cravat tied perfectly at his throat, Darcy looked as handsome as
            ever. He would have been a perfect husband, Caroline thought. As perfect as a man could ever be, anyway.

         
         “Brava!” Mr Darcy cried, gesturing to Georgiana, who shot him a grateful look before getting up. “What a talent my sister
            has, do you not agree?” He turned to the crowd. “Those closest to us will remember that she was playing before she could walk,
            though I confess I am glad she mastered the latter skill as well.”
         

         
         The crowd laughed, turning their attention to Mr Darcy, each one congratulating him personally on his recent felicity in marriage.
            Despite Caroline’s feelings about his new wife, she crammed an apple puff into her mouth and circulated the room again, intent
            on reaching him to do the very same. Unfortunately, she managed to get no more than a few steps each time before being accosted
            by yet another gentleman who either knew her brother or father or both. The Bingleys were not such an old and revered family
            as the Darcys, of course, but they were wealthy and good-looking, which more than made up for the rest. It helped that Caroline’s
            brother and father were charming men who were extremely well-liked in all circles—a little too well-liked, in Caroline’s opinion.
            One should not seek to recommend one’s self to everybody, but only to those whose acquaintance could benefit one in some way. Anything else is really a waste of one’s time and energy.

         
         Charles had never understood that idea, and had frequently protested that everyone, regardless of status, deserved equal kindness.
            Mr Darcy, on the other hand, had shared Caroline’s sensible opinion up until the point where he’d met Miss Elizabeth Bennet.
            Soon afterwards, he had changed for the worse, altering his former strict judgements into more kind, liberal ones. Really,
            it was enough to make one feel quite sick.
         

         
         As a captain from the local militia regaled her with tales of his exploits, Caroline nodded, though her mind was entirely elsewhere. What could Darcy possibly see in Miss Elizabeth Bennet? The girl was pretty, certainly, though nowhere near being a true beauty like her sister Jane. Her tongue was sharp, though
            Caroline had never heard her actually insult anyone. She was obstinate and bold, which had been evident from the first—imagine
            walking miles in the rain and mud on your own two legs just to confirm that your sister had a mild cold!—and these untoward
            traits had been verified by Lady Catherine’s tale of their brief meeting. Caroline had only a passing acquaintance with the
            de Bourghs through the Darcys, but that had been quite enough. Anyone standing up to the might and manner of the old battleaxe
            was certainly no coward. Caroline herself would rather have faced an actual dragon if given the choice; at least a dragon
            could only take your life, whereas Lady Catherine could murder your good name.
         

         
         “And then later, I was faced with even worse peril,” the captain declared. “My ship was a little damaged, for you remember,
            the cannons which we fired at the raiders had been returned in kind and—”
         

         
         “Goodness gracious, how lovely,” Caroline said absently, forcing a pleasant smile. She hadn’t heard a word of the previous
            story and didn’t intend to listen to this one either. “Do tell me more.”
         

         
         Perhaps it had been the bravery Miss Elizabeth Bennet had shown in the face of Lady Catherine’s wrath which impressed Darcy
            so much. Perhaps there had been other moments to which Caroline had not been privy, where Miss Bennet had bewitched the gentleman
            with unsuitable and unladylike attributes. Confidence where there ought to have been coyness. Wit where there ought to have
            been demurity. Truculence where there ought to have been obedience.
         

         
         Seduction where there ought to have been modesty.

         
         Caroline scowled, then remembered she was supposed to be listening with rapt attention and corrected her expression to one
            of polite wonder. To think that all these traits might have combined to form a woman which Darcy thought not only pleasing
            but actually desirable was baffling in the extreme. Really, it was deeply frustrating not to know precisely how or why the
            pair had made their match.
         

         
         And why did it not happen with me?

         
         Caroline downed her second glass of wine, then picked up a third. By the time she was halfway through yet another piece of
            spiced honey cake, the green irritation festering in her stomach had blossomed into full-grown maggots, wriggling around in
            pale discomfort. When the guests had begun to disperse in twos and threes, shaking hands and calling farewells to their neighbours,
            Caroline approached Mr Darcy with a sunny countenance plastered onto her face that she certainly did not feel.
         

         
         He turned, a half-drunk glass in his hand. “Ah, good evening to you.” He made a short bow, his eyes flitting around the room.
            “Have you had a pleasant time at the party?”
         

         
         “Good evening. Indeed, I did.” She waited until the last few stragglers had crossed over the threshold, leaving them alone.
            Georgiana was nowhere to be seen, for which she was exceedingly grateful. A solitary fox was more easily cornered than a pair.
            “Did you enjoy yourself tonight?”
         

         
         “It has been a delightful evening,” he confirmed. “Though I confess I am now rather tired and have a long ride ahead of me
            tomorrow.”
         

         
         He bowed again, but before he could bid her goodnight she found herself blurting a question she had never dared voice before.
            “Why not me?”
         

         
         Darcy blinked, his lips parting in surprise, and it took him a moment to find his own voice again. “Excuse me?” His hand went to his hair, fingers running through the thick curls, a habit she had seen only on occasions when he was truly unsettled by something or someone. 

         
         “I would like to know”—and perhaps she’d had a little too much wine and cake, for now the words were spilling out of her in
            a tumble—“why you never saw me as a real match?”
         

         
         “Come now, Ca—Miss Bingley,” he said, shifting uncomfortably on the balls of his feet, as if he’d like nothing more than to
            flee from the room at top speed. “It is best not to ask questions when one does not really wish to hear the answers.”
         

         
         Miss Bingley, she seethed. Never mind that it was appropriate for a now-married man to keep other women at arm’s length—she was not just
            any woman. She had known him for years. She had eaten countless meals with him, had hundreds of conversations. She had stayed
            in his beautiful home several times and walked his grounds often enough that she could do it in her sleep. “I am all astonishment,
            sir! What on earth makes you think I do not wish to hear the answer if I asked the question in the first place?”
         

         
         At this, he made no reply.

         
         “I am not some wilting flower who cannot abide the slightest gust of wind,” she pressed. “Pray, tell me honestly.”

         
         Darcy quirked an eyebrow. “Trust me, you do not wish to—”

         
         “I bloody well do,” she retorted, startled by the heat of her own temper.

         
         A flush had risen in his cheeks, his dark eyes reflecting the sparkle of the candlelight. Lord, but sometimes he was almost
            as pretty as his sister, though he had far less patience.
         

         
         “In that case,” he said, his voice tight, “let me list the reasons.” He lifted a hand into the air between them, raising a finger for each item on his imaginary list. “You are vain. You are arrogant. You are stubborn. You consider yourself superior to most, and while I admit you have good reason to do so, you do not possess the ability to humble yourself. You are haughty and frequently uncharitable, and—” He’d run out of fingers, though he didn’t seem inclined to start again. Instead, his hand curled into a fist and dropped to his side. “You do not know when to hold your tongue.” Darcy took a deep breath, then bit his lip. “In short, you reminded me far too much of myself.” 

         
         Caroline’s jaw dropped. She certainly had not been expecting that answer.

         
         “It took Lizzy to show me the darkest, most bitter parts of my soul. Then, once I was . . . well”—he cleared his throat—“made
            aware of my faults, it was up to me to decide whether to work on them or not. And I chose to do so, because I wanted to be
            a better man for her.” He stepped towards Caroline, his voice lowering. “Look, neither you nor I would have made each other
            better people. In fact, in all likelihood, we would have made each other much worse. We never would have made a good match,
            for all that you have convinced yourself of the fact. Search your heart and tell me if you find my words false.”
         

         
         Caroline ground her teeth together. She had meant only to needle him, not to feel the pierce of his words like a thousand
            arrows. “I am glad, sir,” said she, her voice cracking only slightly, “that you feel yourself so much improved compared to
            me. How low I must look to you from your lofty position.”
         

         
         “You misunderstand me,” Darcy complained, his fingers flitting once again to his hair, smoothing it back. “I simply—”

         
         “Thank you, but I need hear no more,” she said, putting up a hand to stem the flow of his words. “You have said quite enough, sir.” 

         
         “But as a friend, I must insist on making my meaning plain. For we are friends, are we not?”

         
         She did not feel particularly friendly, and so, chose not to respond. He mistakenly took her silence as encouragement.

         
         “It is my strong belief that if you do not mend the error of your ways,” he continued, “then you will never find such happiness
            as I have done. A love match, no less, supported by respect and perfect understanding on both sides.” His eyes were sincere
            and glittering in the candlelight. “It is a lonely life without love, Miss Bingley. Trust me. I lived it. Fortune and a good
            name can only take one so far forward.”
         

         
         “And you think that if I were more like your wife, then I should land myself a happy marriage?”

         
         “I did not say that, precisely, although you would do well to mark her behaviour and character. There would be worse ladies
            to emulate.” At this, his lips twitched. “Forgive me, but I cannot think of two women less alike than you and Lizzy.”
         

         
         “Nonsense! I could be just like her if I wanted to,” Caroline insisted. “Better, in fact. I am exceedingly capable of falling
            in love. I could do so at any moment I choose.” She ought to stop there, but anger had taken the reins and was driving her
            tongue inexorably onwards. “And you need not act as if your wife were perfect. She is far from it.”
         

         
         Any trace of amusement vanished. “I did not claim she is anything of the sort. But you shall have to forgive me if I doubt
            the veracity of your declaration. I have never seen you in love with anything apart from your own good opinion.”
         

         
         She bit back a gasp as the arrows in her soul twisted, digging their barbs in more deeply. Caroline pulled her shoulders back and fixed him with her iciest glare. “Goodnight, Mr Darcy. I wish you the utmost happiness. Both of you.” 

         
         Darcy bit his lip, regret already pooling in his dark eyes, but Caroline spun on her heel and fled the room before he could
            catch sight of the tears spilling down her cheeks.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         In the privacy of the guest room, Caroline curled up on the armchair in front of the fire and sobbed with wild abandon. Blasted Elizabeth Bennet! Everyone was so enamored with her, but she was simply an ordinary girl with too much confidence for her station and a witty
            remark for every situation. How could such a woman possibly have changed Mr Darcy for the better? And if she had indeed done
            so—though Caroline could not imagine how such a transformation had taken place, or precisely what the girl had done to garner
            such unwarranted accolades—then was Caroline really doomed to remain as she was without a suitor to likewise show her the
            error of her ways?
         

         
         The inventory of Caroline’s flaws, which Darcy had seemed only too ready to list off, had been comprehensive. Despite her protests, Caroline had to admit—however grudgingly—that several of his arrows had found their target. She could be a touch arrogant at times, she knew, though it was not without cause. She was perhaps a little vain from time to time, though what pretty woman was not? And as for stubbornness, had that not been a particularly notable trait found in Miss Elizabeth Bennet’s own character? Why, then, was it a vice for Caroline when it had been a virtue of Miss Bennet’s? This seemed like a terribly unfair double standard. 

         
         Love really does blind one to the object of one’s affection’s flaws, she thought, her lip curling. Unable to sit still a moment longer, she got up and began to pace from door to window and
            back again.
         

         
         The guest room had been furnished to Caroline’s exacting standards, since she stayed in it so often of late. A small writing
            desk had been placed to the left of the large window to best catch the morning sunshine. An elegant set of high-backed chairs
            were situated in front of the ornate fireplace, opposite a bed whose frame was slightly higher than her own at home. Fresh
            flowers in pretty vases adorned the windowsill, as well as the small tables which sat on the left-hand side of each chair,
            filling the room with a soft fragrance which was pleasant without being overpowering. She personally preferred pink camellias,
            which brightened up any space, and Mrs Reynolds had always made certain that the room was stocked with them during her visits.
         

         
         Unfortunately, not even pink camellias could improve Caroline’s mood right now. The more she paced, the more she considered
            Darcy’s words and the more suspicious she became that he had—in some small way—been right. She stopped in front of the fireplace,
            pressing the heels of her hands into her eyes, her head throbbing. Good God, she couldn’t actually be considering taking his
            advice. How would she even go about improving an already excellent character?
         

         
         Wait a moment. Her hands fell to her sides, her jaw dropping as an idea formed. Who better to show me how to act than the best and most perfect young lady of my acquaintance, who is right now in this very
               same house?

         
         Yes, it was a superb idea. She and Georgiana knew each other well enough by now for her to ask such a favour. They had been acquainted for three years, and this past twelvemonth had seen Caroline at Pemberley on no less than four separate occasions. Georgiana, although she could be rather quiet and distant at times, was easy company, even if she did prefer books to gossip and merriment. Caroline did not have many friends, but her relationship with Georgiana was the closest she had come to anything like real companionship. And through this wonderful scheme, they would no doubt become closer still. 

         
         Sisters, even!

         
         The idea was so flawless, it had to be acted upon immediately. Caroline burst out of her room, marched along the hallway to
            Georgiana’s chamber, and flung open the door without consideration for the occupant. Miss Darcy was already in bed, her fair
            curls lying loose around her shoulders, with The Parsonage-House propped on her knees. She looked up, her expression startled, the single candle on the bedside table guttering in the sudden
            draught. “Good Lord! Is something on fire?”
         

         
         Rather too late, Caroline remembered that one ought not to burst in upon one’s acquaintances without knocking, but what was
            done was done. “This is an emergency of a personal nature. I have a favour to ask.”
         

         
         “A favour suggests the opportunity to decline, which I do not think you intend to give me.” Georgiana squinted in the darkness,
            her suspicious expression fading into concern. “Have you been crying? Is something the matter?”
         

         
         “I need your help. Please.” Caroline dropped to her knees beside the bed and clasped her hands together in supplication.

         
         “Get up, for goodness’ sake. What is it?”

         
         “I need you to help me to become as kind and good as Miss Elizabeth Bennet. Ideally in the next fortnight.” She nodded, thinking it over. Yes, that was a more than sufficient period of time. How long could the endeavour possibly take, after all? “A shorter time, if you can manage it. I am sure you can. You are a very capable young woman, after all.” 

         
         “Pardon?” Georgiana gaped at her. “You need me to . . . what?”

         
         “To teach me to embody those characteristics in that young lady which you deem to be most attractive to a potential match.”

         
         The silence lengthened. Georgiana’s eyes were as wide and round as saucers, her mouth opening and closing without words coming
            out.
         

         
         “Really, it is not a difficult concept to grasp,” Caroline sniffed. She’d expected some resistance, but this seemed overdramatic.
            “I am not asking you to help me fly to the moon.”
         

         
         “No, indeed,” Georgiana exclaimed, finally finding her voice. “All you want is a total alteration of character. Frankly, flying
            to the moon would be an easier achievement.”
         

         
         “I beg to differ,” Caroline corrected, pushing down another sharp pang of hurt. To hear it stated clearly that her character
            had been examined and been found deficient by a man whom she’d considered a potential match had hurt; to hear it indirectly
            from his sister, whom she considered a friend, somehow hurt even more. Besides, she did not wish a true alteration of her
            character, only to learn how to put the costume of kindness on and glitter enough to draw every gaze.
         

         
         Georgiana’s fingers pressed into her eye sockets in a move that seemed designed to alleviate some pressure, then sighed into her palms. “I simply meant to point out that you and Lizzy do not share many traits. I am not sure how you could possibly become—” Her hands dropped to her lap. “Why on earth would you . . . No, don’t tell me. I do not even want to know how or why you’ve come up with this scheme.” 

         
         “It was your brother,” Caroline interrupted, ignoring the plea. “He made me realise that I have been somewhat . . . unkind
            of late. Uncharitable, even.”
         

         
         The word lodged in her throat, and for a moment, anger burned brightly inside her again. She dearly wanted to shove Darcy’s
            charity somewhere society would have frowned upon.
         

         
         “Oh?” Georgiana raised an eyebrow. “Did he, indeed? What precisely did he say? And what did you say to provoke him so? For
            I know you must have done something to incur such a rebuke. My brother is not often in the habit of uttering such things as
            would wound any friend of ours.”
         

         
         Caroline held out against Miss Darcy’s steely gaze for a full ten seconds before she caved. “I may have asked him why he never
            considered me as a suitable match,” she muttered.
         

         
         “Oh, Caroline.” Sympathy flashed across her face. “I hadn’t realised that his marrying Lizzy would hurt you so much.”

         
         “Then he listed all my faults,” Caroline continued, ignoring this. She did not need sympathy. She needed a plan of action.
            “And then he told me that I reminded him too much of himself, that love had changed him, and that without a similar change,
            I am doomed to spinsterhood. Well, he did not say it quite like that, but it was what he meant, I am sure,” Caroline sniffed.
            “Look, I am three-and-twenty, and my fortune and family are secure enough to land me a decent match. Before Mother attempts
            to wed me to someone of her own choosing, I think it wise to seek out a man who fits my preferences.”
         

         
         “So then . . . do it.” Georgiana waved a hand around the room, as if alluding to a veritable crowd of unseen suitors. “Marry anyone you like. You have had offers before, have you not? I am sure I’ve heard you mention them.” 

         
         “No one up to my standards,” she corrected. Or Mother’s. “And no one who truly adored me.”
         

         
         “Wait a moment. Are you telling me that you have decided to seek a love match?”

         
         She thought about this for a moment. Darcy had certainly intimated that she wasn’t capable of one, so it seemed like an obvious
            goal. Anything he had declared she couldn’t do, she damn well would do. Rubbing his stupid, handsome face in her success would
            be the crowning glory on top of her own happiness. “Precisely. I am determined to fall in love.”
         

         
         Georgiana stared at her, then blinked. “Caroline, if that’s what you want, then I have no idea why you require my assistance.
            You move in many lauded circles in society. You are constantly surrounded by men. Surely, one of them can be easily induced
            to fall in love with you, and you with him.”
         

         
         “But I have too many flaws,” Caroline cried. “Your brother said as much. He said I must try to correct them first before anyone
            will even want me. You must teach me your ways—your modesty, your grace, your sweet disposition.” She paused. “How long do
            you think it will take? Four days? Five?”
         

         
         “Oh, good grief. I’m going to get up early just to shake Fitzwilliam so hard his teeth will rattle.” Georgiana pinched the
            bridge of her nose. “You’re not going to give up this idea, are you?”
         

         
         “Your brother also called me stubborn,” Caroline supplied helpfully.

         
         Miss Darcy sighed.

         
         “A character once formed can be changed, can it not?” Caroline pressed on, sensing weakness. “Isn’t that what is always happening in those novels you like so much? I simply want to be seen as—I mean,” she corrected, as Georgiana’s eyebrow arched, “I simply want to try to be as good and kind as yourself and Miss Bennet. I think it is high time that I acknowledge that perhaps . . .” Even saying the words out loud made her want to grind her teeth again until they were nothing but powder. “Perhaps I have not always embodied those tender characteristics for which young ladies are most prized. I am eager to learn how to be a better version of myself. No, not better—the best version of myself! I must not settle for anything other than the loftiest of ideals. I shall become the best woman you have ever met, in every single respect, and I shall land a gentleman of equal geniality. Do you not want that for me, Georgie? Do you not want to see me happy?” 

         
         In fact, Georgiana looked as if she did not know whether to laugh or to cry or to fling herself out the window, but Caroline
            plunged on regardless. “And you are considered such a perfect young lady. Many would call you the most perfect young lady
            of their acquaintance, in fact. Therefore, you are the ideal teacher to—”
         

         
         “I am far from perfect. I—”

         
         “Nonsense, nonsense,” Caroline said, cheerfully barrelling over Georgiana’s protests. “You are the embodiment of everything
            that society deems wonderful, and thus, are the ideal person to teach me. But . . .” she trailed off, her smile becoming cunning,
            “if you do not agree with the list of faults your brother provided, then do say so, and I will consider myself remedied with
            no need for further application to amend my character.”
         

         
         Miss Darcy bit her lip in a manner that was very reminiscent of her brother. Clearly she did agree but to do so out loud would mean confirming that Caroline was in need of tutoring. Caught between a rock and a hard place, Caroline thought triumphantly. Or perhaps the other expression suits better: between the devil and the deep blue sea?

         
         “Well . . .” Georgiana began. “If I agreed to help you in some way—”

         
         Caroline grabbed her by the shoulders and squeezed hard. “Thank you, my dear Georgie! Thank you!”

         
         “Hold on, I said ‘if’! If I agreed to teach you,” she repeated, extricating herself with some difficulty, “then you would
            have to agree to my terms.”
         

         
         “Terms?” Caroline repeated, a faint echo of suspicion sounding low in her gut. “What terms?”

         
         Georgiana held up three fingers. “One, that you must not waste my time.” She put down a finger. “Two, that you must do everything
            I say.” She put down another finger, rendering the hand a clenched fist. “Three, that you must be open to all new experiences.”
         

         
         “Why, those seem no trouble at all. I am perfectly open to new experiences.”

         
         Miss Darcy levelled a long-suffering look over the top of her now closed fist. “We shall see.”

         
         “You shall not regret this,” Caroline promised, squeezing Georgiana again.

         
         “On the contrary, Miss Bingley,” came the reply, muffled as it was against Caroline’s bosom, “I rather think I shall.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         
            To my currently-not-dear brother,

            Miss Bingley was in my room last night, face still wet from weeping, begging me to help her become a nicer person. Someone
               had told her that unless she altered her entire character, she would never find a match. That someone then fled by the dawn’s
               light, leaving me the only person in this house capable of agreeing to the ridiculous scheme she has cooked up. That same
               someone ought to think very, very carefully about what sort of a present he should bring back from Bath for his darling sister.
            

            It had better be horse-sized, Fitz. I do not jest.

            Yours with an affection which depends entirely upon my future gift,

            Georgiana

            P.S. There was no need to be quite so callous. I admit that she’s rather aggravating trying strident at times, but I also think that, perhaps under all those layers of bluster, there might be something truly worth
               excavating.
            

         

         

         Caroline woke early the next morning with a mild headache as a result of all the crying she’d done the night before. Tears were an infrequent occurrence for her, but when she thought of the way that Darcy had looked at her—that flash of anger, fading into pity—the tears threatened to break free again. She shook herself. His words had wounded her, had cut deeply into her soul in a way that she’d never expected, but there was no need for weeping now that she had a plan. It would work, especially now that she had Georgiana on her side. Miss Darcy had never failed at anything, as far as Caroline knew, and so, there was no reason to suppose that she was about to start any time soon. 

         
         Buoyed by this reassurance, she washed her face before slipping into a cream dress the colour of a new moon and then went down to break her fast. The Pemberley dining-parlour was one of the most elegant rooms in any house Caroline had ever visited. Tall windows rendered it light and airy, while butter-yellow walls enhanced the effect, making it look as if sunshine were always present, regardless of the weather outside. The curtains were a darker shade of yellow, leaning towards flaxen, and were hemmed perfectly so that the bottoms brushed the floor with only the slightest of caresses. The floor was a pale hardwood, worn smooth by the passage of many feet, and was polished highly enough to reflect the blue sky filtering through the windows. The only paintings on the walls were landscapes of Scotland, which the late Mrs Darcy had loved very much. Caroline gazed up at her particular favourite, which featured a sun-dappled glen through which a bold buck walked, his head held high, majestic antlers rising several feet above his graceful head. The painter had somehow managed to make the animal’s flank look almost as if it were heaving, and one quite expected it to turn its head any moment to snort a plume of steamy breath into the soft summer air. 

         
         To her left, someone quietly cleared their throat. Caroline startled on the threshold, realising only now that she had been
            too lost in her own thoughts to see that there was another person in the room. Her momentary spike of panic that it might
            be Darcy himself receded as she swung round to find Mrs Reynolds lingering at the table, clad in a black dress which looked
            just as neatly-pressed as the lady herself. The housekeeper’s smile was a little strained; she’d evidently been expecting
            Georgiana, who was usually up long before anyone else in the house. Caroline’s gaze swept the table, noting the lack of used
            cutlery; unfortunately, it appeared that she was the first one to arrive this morning. Glancing over her shoulder into the
            great hall, Caroline saw that the pair of large riding boots which had lain on the mat the night before had disappeared. It
            was possible Darcy had left already, though it would be unlike him to do so, since he took every available opportunity to
            spend time with his sister. Then again, last night’s confrontation might have prompted him to escape early, so as to avoid
            any more unpleasant scenes with Caroline.
         

         
         Rude, she thought. He ought to have left her a letter of apology for all that he’d said. Or at the very least, he might have waited
            long enough to have a buttered roll thrown at his head.
         

         
         “Good morning, ma’am,” Mrs Reynolds said, drawing Caroline once again out of her reverie.

         
         Normally, Caroline would have simply nodded, but a voice in her head prompted her to start as she meant to go on. What would Miss Elizabeth Bennet do? she wondered. She probably charms every servant she meets as if each were a queen. “Good morning, Mrs Reynolds,” said she, addressing the housekeeper with the same warm tone that she’d heard Georgiana muster. She glanced at the table, where the settings were arranged with their usual uniformity. “What a lovely, er . . .” She paused. Blast. How does one compliment a servant? “Crockerial arrangement,” she finished, feeling rather pleased with herself.
         

         
         The housekeeper’s expression did not change, though Caroline got the distinct impression that Mrs Reynolds could not have
            been more surprised if Caroline had strolled through the door nude and flung a dead rabbit onto the table. “Thank you, ma’am,”
            she said, after the briefest hesitation, pulling out a chair for Caroline. “And how would you like your toast this morning?”
         

         
         “Light,” Caroline said, her attention distracted as Georgiana entered the room, wearing a pretty pink dress that complemented
            her fair curls perfectly. “The sort that is barely a moment beyond hot bread.”
         

         
         “Very good, ma’am.”

         
         “Good morning to you both,” Georgiana said, eyeing Mrs Reynolds, who glanced at Georgiana before disappearing through the
            door in a manner that wasn’t quite her usual bustle, but wasn’t quite a scuttle either. “Heavens, it is not even nine on the
            clock and already you seem to have frightened my housekeeper out of her wits. What on earth did you say to her?”
         

         
         Her plan was off to an inauspicious start. “I merely said good morning,” she protested.

         
         Georgiana stared at her. “Yes, that would have done it. You’ve never said good morning to any of the staff before.”

         
         Annoyed, Caroline poured herself tea, then added a heaped spoon of sugar. In an ordinary household, the servants were expected to actually serve; in such a grand place as Pemberley, one might assume one would receive exceptional treatment as a matter of course, yet Miss Darcy preferred to break her fast with no one waiting on her but Mrs Reynolds, and even then, she preferred that the housekeeper do as little as possible. When Mr Darcy was present, things proceeded in the usual way, but when he was gone, Georgiana lapsed into what Caroline often thought of as her common woman act—serving herself, dressing herself, maintaining her own fires, and so on. Caroline had learned to accept this quirk, though
            it did not make any sense to her; the effort of reaching a few inches to obtain her own condiments did not particularly signify
            one way or another.
         

         
         “You speak as if I have no manners at all,” she complained, “when you know very well that nothing could be further from the
            truth.”
         

         
         “You have very pretty manners indeed,” Georgiana allowed, seating herself one place away from Caroline and reaching for a
            platter of cold ham. She stabbed a thick slice with her fork and moved it onto her plate before lifting a cloche to peer at
            the eggs underneath. “Though, if my memory serves me, you generally do not apply them to servants.”
         

         
         “It is all part of my Great Endeavour,” Caroline declared, enunciating the words to make it plain that the plan was capitalised
            in an appropriately formal way. “Do not tell me you have forgotten what we discussed last night.”
         

         
         “I had rather hoped that was all a bad dream,” Georgiana muttered, sliding two eggs onto her plate. “And I am not sure ‘discussed’
            is the right word either. What I recall is you barging in and making a series of demands. Or rather, one large demand.”
         

         
         “That is a terrible misrepresentation of the matter. I simply begged for your help, and you”—Caroline flashed her most charming smile at Georgiana, who looked completely unimpressed by it—“agreed to help me in my hour of need. As any true companion might. We are friends, are we not?” 

         
         “Friends is a strong—” Georgiana muttered, then raised her voice. “You seem much recovered this morning. Is there really any need
            to—”
         

         
         “I am completely set upon my course,” Caroline interrupted. “And you already gave your word.”

         
         “I hardly think that it is fair to hold me to something which you threw at me without a moment’s notice.” Georgiana caught
            Caroline’s pout and sighed. “Yes, all right. I shall assist you in your . . . what did you call it?”
         

         
         “My Great Endeavour.”

         
         “It sounds like a ship about to set sail on some dangerous voyage.”

         
         “Nonsense. I hardly think that you teaching me to be kinder can be dangerous in any way.”

         
         Georgiana emitted a small hmm, but declined to comment. A moment later, Mrs Reynolds brought in a rack of warm toast, lightly done, and set it on the table
            in front of Caroline, who refrained from offering more than a tight smile in case she scared the woman further. If she could
            not even bid a servant good morning without causing alarm, then perhaps she needed more help than she had realised. Some unfamiliar
            emotion twinged in her chest, as red as embarrassment, though nowhere near as warm. “Will your brother be joining us this
            morning?” Caroline asked, selecting the most appetizing-looking slice.
         

         
         “Why? Looking for another list of your flaws?”

         
         Indignation stung as hard as a wasp. “I believe I already have a thorough inventory of them, thank you,” Caroline retorted, buttering the toast so hard, her knife gouged through the bread and scraped the plate. “I do not think there is a single rock left in my soul that your brother has not pried up and shone a light underneath.” 

         
         She cut a corner off and crammed the toast into her mouth, then buttered a second slice with even more venom than the first, risking removing the very pattern on the admittedly beautiful china plate.
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