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				Chapter 1

				Charles Bingley looked under the hood of the Lamborghini Murcielago and crossed his arms over his chest.

				“How much horsepower?” he asked.

				“It’s a 580,” replied his friend, Fitzwilliam Darcy.

				Bingley stroked his chin and nodded, his eyes still caressing the engine. “And zero to sixty in…?”

				“Zero to sixty-two in 3.8 seconds, top speed 205.”

				“Have you driven one?”

				“Yes. I wasn’t impressed—traction control,” Darcy said, a hint of disdain in his clipped British accent. Bingley looked up at him.

				“Isn’t that a good thing? I don’t want to plunge over the Pacific Highway, no matter how good I look in it.”

				“For God’s sake, Bingley, it’s an Italian super car! If you’re afraid to drive it, buy a Honda.”

				Bingley chewed on his thumbnail absently. “I bet it costs a fortune to insure.”

				Darcy laughed. “Insurance? Don’t buy it if you can’t afford to wreck it.”

				“It looks scrumptious,” cooed Bingley’s sister, Caroline. “I’d look divine in it.” She bent over to peer in the window and surreptitiously looked behind her to ensure Darcy had a good view of her rear.

				“What do you think, Darcy?” Bingley asked.

				“If flash is what you want, this is the car to buy,” Darcy replied with a noncommittal shrug.

				Caroline wiggled out of the window and turned to Darcy.

				“Whatever happened to that funny little car you had—the one with the driver’s seat in the middle?” she asked.

				“I sold the McLaren to Ralph Lauren a few years back. He refuses to sell it back to me,” he said ruefully.

				“You know Ralph Lauren? Ugh, tell him I hate his latest line.” Caroline wrinkled her nose and checked the polish on a fingernail. Darcy allowed one side of his mouth to curl into a smile as he envisioned himself flipping open his cell phone and saying, “Ralph. Darcy. Hate the line. Want my car back.”

				“I’m getting it!” Bingley declared. “Let’s go.” He walked resolutely toward the dealership’s office. Darcy looked at his watch.

				“Bingley, I have to get back to court. Don’t you want to think about it overnight?” he called after him. Bingley continued toward the dealership door, shaking his head.

				“I’ll have it in yellow!” he announced, giving Darcy a dismissing wave in farewell. Darcy sighed and climbed into his non-flashy Audi.

				“Fucking Ralph Lauren,” he muttered to himself.

				Darcy pulled into the parking lot of the Meryton Courthouse behind a blue MINI Cooper whose driver was bobbing her head and clearly singing at the top of her lungs. From the adjacent parking slot, he watched in fascination as she slammed out a drumbeat on the steering wheel. He wondered when she would pull out the air guitar. Laughing silently to himself, he grabbed his briefcase from the passenger seat and climbed out. The driver of the MINI Cooper was apparently doing an encore, as she did not exit.

				One of my favorites, he thought, recognizing the song as he passed the car. He hummed the tune to himself, fingers twitching at his side as if working over the frets of a guitar. His long legs took him quickly across the lot and up the five flights to his office.

				“Good afternoon, Your Honor,” an attorney greeted him in the hallway. Darcy nodded in greeting and passed through the judges’ entrance, slipping his dark-rimmed glasses on as he did. A state budget crisis left the building with slipshod security at best, and in an effort to slightly alter his appearance, as well as to appear older, during court, Darcy wore glasses and gelled down his hair the way his father had done. It was amazing how little attention to detail most people paid. He was rarely recognized on the street by attorneys with whom he regularly worked, let alone a one-time defendant with a grudge. Still, better safe than sorry, so Darcy lived in a secure high-rise building in downtown San Francisco and made the daily commute to Meryton.

				Just as he was passing her, his secretary said, “Judge Clayton went home sick. You’ll have to take her afternoon calendar.”

				Instantly annoyed, Darcy swung back to his secretary.

				“Sick? What’s wrong with her?”

				She shrugged and handed him his phone messages, studiously avoiding his frown. A moment later, Presiding Judge Wendell Boyd knocked briefly on Darcy’s door before letting himself in.

				“Sorry, Will,” he said, shaking his head and handing Judge Clayton’s docket to Darcy.

				Darcy removed his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. Judge Clayton’s “illnesses” had become a near-ritual occurrence, and the fallout always landed on Darcy’s shoulders.

				“Any word on appointing a new judge?” he asked, tossing the docket on his desk. Boyd held his hands up defensively.

				“My hands are tied until either California miraculously finds a couple hundred million dollars lying around or until the hiring freeze is lifted. Even when the money starts flowing again, you know that Meryton is the bastard stepchild of San Francisco. The city gets priority for filling their vacancies. I was lucky you were appointed; there were two other vacancies I didn’t get to fill. So don’t hold your breath.”

				Darcy shook his head in disgust, and Boyd turned to exit. He paused by the door and said, “If you leave at the end of your term, I’ll really be in a bind. Have you considered running for re-election?”

				“I’ve considered it and decided not to.”

				“Come on, Will. Dockets are backed up two full months, and you’re the best damned judge in the county. You’ll be doing everyone a disservice if you quit when we need you the most. If it’s the money, I’m sure I can figure something out.”

				“It’s not the money. It’s that fighting the good fight has lost its charm.”

				Boyd nodded in understanding and opened the door. “Just think about it,” he urged, then left.

				“Don’t hold your breath,” Darcy muttered.

				Sighing, Darcy sat at his desk and rubbed his tired eyes. Money was the least of his concerns. Like his barrister father before him, Darcy had inherited a large fortune and estate in England. And like his bohemian Californian mother, Darcy felt that money was rarely the remedy for one’s ills. She was as influential as his father on Darcy’s decision to become a barrister specializing in family and criminal law. His fondness for all things American presaged Darcy’s path to become an expert in United States jurisprudence. Shortly after obtaining his barrister’s license, Darcy’s firm quickly tapped him to spearhead their foray into international law by opening an office in California. His dual citizenship allowed him to move freely between countries, and his natural ability—he had always been a quick study—allowed him to easily pass the California bar exam. Despite his young age, within two years, Darcy had gained a solid reputation for his skill in complex international litigation. The judges appreciated his decorum, his colleagues appreciated his intelligence, and the community as a whole appreciated his integrity.

				When the then-presiding judge keeled over in his mistress’s bed, Wendell Boyd was appointed to fill the vacancy and charged with the task of finding a scandal-free replacement to fill his own vacancy. Will Darcy immediately came to mind. He encouraged Darcy to submit an application, and with barely ten years of practice under his belt, Darcy became the youngest judge appointed in the county.

				But four and a half years into a six-year term, Darcy was disillusioned, overworked, and bored. The inter-office politics, from the lowest clerk all the way up to the governor, disgusted him. Although the workload was staggering, it was also monotonous. The same tired issues, the same weak arguments, and the same gray, shouting faces. It was enough to drive Darcy insane.

				Well, no use dodging it, he thought resignedly. He looked at Judge Clayton’s docket.

				Six trials.

				“Fucking Judge Clayton,” he muttered under his breath.

				Still irked by the sudden transfer of Judge Clayton’s calendar, the Honorable F. Darcy entered the courtroom with an annoyed swirl of black robes. Sometimes he imagined himself as Professor Snape when he wore them. Considering how frequently he wished he could zap some people out of existence, it was fitting. This afternoon would be one of those days. He hated cleaning up other people’s messes, and yet, it somehow always fell to him. He was “responsible” and “reliable” and “respectable” and “rich”—all qualifications that made everyone think he enjoyed taking care of their problems.

				He thought they could all go fuck themselves. Christ, I need a vacation, he mused, surprised at the vehemence of his own resentment. He was practically counting the days until he could return to England and assume the life of a country gentleman. Or maybe he’d loaf on a beach for a year, or travel, or visit relatives in France, or… he pulled himself out of his reverie and turned his attention to a new face in the courtroom.

				Well, if it isn’t little drummer girl, he thought, amused. Probably here to contest her speeding ticket.

				She was talking to Charlotte Lucas, a defense attorney from Gardiner & Associates. She was lucky; he was a softie for speeding tickets. If the policeman didn’t show up, he routinely dismissed them. As he didn’t see a California highway patrolman anywhere in the courtroom, he figured she’d be free to play air guitar within the hour.

				“Anybody ready?” Darcy asked, handling his docket on a first-come, first-served basis.

				He was surprised to see Ms. Drummer Girl lead a pudgy, slightly sweaty man to the defense table while Mr. Johnson, the prosecutor, took his side.

				“Elizabeth Bennet for the defense, Your Honor,” she announced. Darcy gave her a critical eye over his glasses and returned his gaze to the file before him. New attorney, he thought, disappointed. Tedious.

				Tedious as it was to break in new attorneys, Ms. Bennet at least gave a concerted effort to defend against the charge of solicitation of prostitution. Her client, Bill Collins, was a habitual offender who Darcy had sentenced on several occasions. He wondered how long before Mr. Collins contracted a flaming case of herpes.

				While he was not impressed by Ms. Bennet’s hyper-technical arguments—and made sure she knew it—he let enough of them stand to force the prosecutor to reduce the charges. He sentenced Mr. Collins to thirty days probation and called the next case.

				The prosecutor then brought the prostitute before Judge Darcy for trial. She was represented by a barracuda defense attorney from DeBourgh & Associates, slumming on a pro-bono case. Darcy groaned inwardly. He hated that firm—they never took a plea bargain. He would have to try the case.

				“What am I in trouble for?” the prostitute whined, outraged.

				“Fucking Bill Collins,” Darcy thought irately.

				***

				“Fucking Judge Darcy,” Elizabeth Bennet swore as she punched the elevator button to the ninth floor where Gardiner & Associates was located. Even though she knew they were weak, she had been humiliated by his pointed dismissal of her defenses. It was an inauspicious way to start her legal career.

				“I think you’ve just been Darcied,” Charlotte teased. “He’s actually a pretty good judge. He’s never been overturned on appeal, you know,” Charlotte said, winking at Elizabeth.

				“I think Buddy Holly needs to work on his interpersonal skills,” Elizabeth replied. They dumped their briefcases in their offices and met again at the door as they left for the evening.

				“Want to go for a drink?” Charlotte proposed.

				“I’m meeting a friend. Mind if he comes along?”

				Charlotte shrugged, and soon they were walking toward the local legal watering hole, the Assembly Room. Elizabeth found her friend sitting at a table by himself.

				“Hi, Lou. This is Charlotte Lucas. Make nice.”

				Louis Hurst, Elizabeth’s best friend since junior high, was a slender man with deep blue eyes, dark hair, and who worshipped Rupert Everett. With little direction in life, he had never been driven like Elizabeth. He drifted from job to job, somehow always managing to land on his feet. Right now, he was a massage therapist at a day spa. Their opposite attitudes were largely what glued their friendship together—that and their fashion sense.

				Charlotte and Lou gave each other friendly greetings and Lou handed Elizabeth the cocktail he had pre-ordered for her. They were just arguing over what to order from the menu when something caught Lou’s attention.

				“Who is that?” Lou gaped with raised eyebrows. Both Elizabeth and Charlotte turned toward the door.

				“Ugh, it’s Judge Darcy! Let’s get out of here!” Elizabeth exclaimed, grabbing her purse.

				“Too late,” Charlotte groaned. Darcy was standing a few feet behind Elizabeth talking to another attorney and inconveniently blocking their path to the door.

				“Come on, Darcy, join us. It’ll be fun,” Elizabeth overheard Darcy’s companion say.

				Darcy shook his head. “No, I’m busy tonight.”

				“But she’s crazy about you. You could get laid tonight!” the attorney pressed.

				“Thanks, Jim, but no,” Darcy declined politely.

				“Hey, did you see Gardiner’s new attorney? Eleanor… Elaine, what the hell is her name? Elizabeth, that’s it! She’s hot. You should ask her out.”

				Elizabeth’s face flushed as Lou’s eyes widened in disbelief and Charlotte laughed outright.

				“She’s all right, I suppose,” Darcy said dismissively. Elizabeth’s jaw dropped in indignation, and Lou clapped his hand over his mouth in mortified mirth while Charlotte snorted seltzer out her nose.

				“C’mon, she looks like she’s got a great body,” Jim cajoled, oblivious that Elizabeth was sitting directly behind him.

				When she thought it couldn’t get any worse, Elizabeth heard Darcy say firmly, “Look, she’s not pretty enough to tempt me. Do you have any idea what kind of headache even the appearance of impropriety would cause? I could get kicked off the bench for shagging an attorney who practices before me.”

				Elizabeth was the first to burst out laughing at the absurdity of their conversation, joined by the howls of her friends. Annoyed by the explosion of laughter behind them, Darcy and Jim moved away from their table, never registering the identity of its occupants. Elizabeth, having heard enough, gathered her keys and purse. The trio lapsed into another fit of giggles as they brushed past Darcy on their way out.

				“She’s all right, I suppose,” Charlotte mimicked, then laughed again.

				“But not pretty enough to tempt me,” Lou finished with a spot-on impression. “Maybe I’m pretty enough to tempt him,” he suggested hopefully. “Ooh, the shagging we would do!”

				“Oh, Lou, the only shag about you is your hairdo,” Elizabeth snorted.

				Despite the humor she found in the situation, Elizabeth could not ignore that she had just been rather soundly insulted by Judge Darcy. She continued to laugh and joke with Lou and Charlotte as they went to dinner, but a slow burn of resentment began to glow inside of her.

				Darcy really was busy that night. He had plans for dinner with Caroline. Dinner, of course, meaning sex. He wasn’t quite sure when he had decided it was acceptable to have sex with his best friend’s sister, but it had been occurring on an occasional basis for the last two years. He drove to her apartment and absently ate dinner. They pretended to watch a movie until she straddled him on the couch, then the action moved to the bedroom. Although he was physically aroused, Darcy felt empty, detached. Caroline writhed and moaned beneath him, and he performed those acts which brought her pleasure. His breathing was hardly quickened by the effort; she was easy to please. He allowed her to orgasm and then reached his own quickly, in an almost businesslike manner. Afterwards, he leaned against the headboard and drew his knees up, draping his elbows over them.

				“What are you thinking?” she asked him sleepily.

				He was thinking that he was ashamed of himself for taking advantage of her when he knew that she wanted more.

				“I was thinking about work,” he lied. She rolled over and nestled closer to him while he gazed into the darkened bedroom.

				“You think about work too much. You need to relax,” she murmured.

				He did not respond. He was not happy with this “relationship.” It went against everything he believed in—sincerity, honesty, integrity. He resolved at that moment that he would not sleep with another woman until he felt some genuine affection for her. It didn’t have to be love—he wasn’t a romantic—but it did have to be more than a need to scratch a physiological itch. He mentally prepared himself for a long period of celibacy. Then he made an excuse, dressed, and went home.

				It wasn’t just his insult that made Elizabeth dislike Darcy, although that played a significant role. It was his superior demeanor. She always had the feeling he was looking down his nose at her, peering over those ridiculous horn-rimmed glasses as if he could actually see better without them. He made her feel like he could see right through any clever arguments she made and that if he’d been her opponent, he’d have ripped her to shreds.

				In court he was not an easy man. He was impatient. He liked to bark orders and was known to banish unprepared attorneys from his courtroom, telling them to come back when they wouldn’t waste his time. If paperwork had staples or was not hole-punched, it was rejected. If a brief had no citations, it was rejected. If an argument began to sound the least bit desperate, it was rejected. Elizabeth quickly learned to avoid the imperious glare that signified impending rejection.

				She honed her legal skills by memorizing codes and statutes until she could quote them with confidence. She always had case law at the ready while her opponents floundered and shuffled their notes. In time, she forgot how intimidated she felt by that first appearance.

				But his insult was not as easily forgotten. Having experienced the mortification of being found not tempting, Elizabeth found it very hard to take Judge Darcy seriously. On the contrary, she thought of him as a sort of joke. She showed her indifference to him by refusing to take the bait when he said something offensive—as he did on a daily basis. While professionally she was without fault, she danced on the edge of disrespect with pert glances and cryptic Yes, Judge Darcys. She dubbed him Clark Kent—without the sparkling personality—and made fun of him at every opportunity. The ember of resentment had taken root and burst into a full-fledged flame of defiance.

				Oblivious to her true feelings, Darcy quickly concluded that she was one of the most capable and intelligent attorneys he had the privilege to work with, crafting creative settlements and persuasive briefs. He was always impressed by her dedication when he ran into her at the elevator after hours or on weekends. She met each of his challenges with spirit and never backed down when he ruled against her; he enjoyed sparring with her. If he found himself looking forward to her cases, it was in a purely intellectual sort of way. It had nothing at all to do with her velvety brown eyes.

				While Judge Darcy avoided meditating on the very great pleasure a pair of fine eyes in the face of a pretty woman can bestow, he could not help but notice that Elizabeth had a streak of determination that some might call “fiery.” He could always count on her to liven up the courtroom by pressing her opposing counsel’s patience to its limits. Sometimes, her own patience was tested and those brown eyes snapped and sparkled as her razor tongue lashed into the other attorney. On one particular occasion, she had been provoked by the plaintiff attorney’s absence—a stalling tactic no doubt intended to bring about a more lucrative settlement from Elizabeth’s client—who then had the nerve to suggest to Darcy that Elizabeth was stonewalling the settlement discussions.

				“Miss Bennet, are you refusing to negotiate?” Judge Darcy inquired over his glasses.

				“Well, Your Honor, I would have been happy to continue negotiations, had Mr. Franklin not disappeared for the last two hours,” she replied with sarcastic sweetness. “As it is, I’ve made several proposals, all of which he has refused. I will not be bullied into an unfair settlement, and with the case law in my favor, further negotiations are against my client’s interests,” she answered, tossing an annoyed look at Mr. Franklin.

				“I see. Mr. Franklin, I’m sure you’ve done your best,” Darcy cocked one eyebrow and glanced at Elizabeth, “but Ms. Bennet is a hard negotiator. I’m afraid you’ll have to set it for trial.”

				Elizabeth thanked him and left the courtroom. Darcy thought he detected a hint of triumph in her confident stride and hid a smile. She must have known how much he hated it when parties tried to play the system, especially a system as overburdened as theirs. Had he been in the same position, he would have done the same thing as she; at least taking a calculated risk was intellectually honest.

				He hoped nobody had noticed that he had complimented her negotiating skills in open court. He would have to be mindful of that in the future. But bollocks, when her eyes shone like that, how could he not admire her? She was more than just a pair of warm eyes in a pretty face: he was beginning to like her.

				A week later, Darcy was struggling over an egregiously bad brief—it warranted dismissal of the case purely on its grammatical errors, let alone its total lack of legal basis—when he noticed Elizabeth wander into his courtroom. Apparently she had not seen him, as she went directly to the bulletin board at the back of the room and began reading the latest appellate court ruling. She rocked back and forth on one of her high heels, her well-shaped legs showing beneath the pleated fringe of her modest skirt. With his view uninterrupted, Darcy allowed himself a leisurely admiration of her rear, the silver-blue silk of her skirt hugging it just short of indecently. He found himself slightly jealous of that nubby material. He was, after all, not made of stone.

				Realizing that his thoughts were wandering into unacceptable territory, he cleared his throat and said, “That case will be of benefit to you, I think, in some of your toxic mold cases.”

				She turned, startled, when she heard his voice.

				“Yes, it looks like insurance companies can now avoid paying out on mold resulting from catastrophic water damage,” she said.

				“One more thing for victims of hurricanes to worry about,” he said.

				“If you’re the victim of a hurricane, I think you have more than mold to worry about. But I’m sure you’ll find a way to apply the law fairly.” She gave him a little smile and turned her attention back to the case.

				“You like insurance defense, then?” he asked trying to make small talk. She turned back to face him.

				“Insurance defense allows me to indulge my inner evil overlord.” She raised her eyebrow and steepled her fingers under her chin in a posture of evil contemplation. “All defense attorneys are bad people at heart, you know.”

				“You’re very good at it,” he commented, a smirk playing at the corners of his lips. She laughed as Charlotte came into the room.

				“Hey, there you are. Hello, Judge Darcy.”

				“Ms. Lucas.”

				“Judge Darcy was just telling me how great I am at victimizing the already victimized.” Elizabeth cocked her head to the side as she tossed a mischievous glance at him. Of course she was deliberately misunderstanding his compliment in order to tease him. She was the only attorney who ever teased him; he wondered if he should be flattered or worried. He suppressed the urge to tease her back and instead smiled cryptically.

				“You should see how she treats the staff,” Charlotte grinned. “You ready?” she asked Elizabeth. Elizabeth nodded and walked toward the door.

				“Have a good day, Judge,” she called over her shoulder as she left. She didn’t wait for him to reply.

				Over the next few days, Darcy noted with some concern that his eyes were drawn to Ms. Bennet with increasing frequency. There was no denying that he was beginning to find her attractive. Of course, as a judge any personal connection with one of his attorneys would be highly questionable and would probably lead to an investigation, and that would undoubtedly be a major headache. But he could still look, and look he did. Plenty.

				Her face was beautiful—not exotic or glamorous, but intelligent and classic with good cheekbones and a small chin. Her peaches-and-cream complexion contrasted against mahogany hair, which was always pulled back into a professional chignon. That a curl usually found its way free, only to be tucked behind an ear, struck him as somewhat charming, as if somewhere inside a wild child was begging to be let out.

				He often found himself smiling inwardly when those warm, chocolaty eyes rolled in contempt at her opponent’s argument. One could easily predict her thoughts by observing how high her eyebrows arched. Hitching the left one conveyed sarcastic disbelief, while a double raise meant outright disbelief. Usually, he was in complete agreement. It was as if they shared some coded communication, a secret banter beneath the mundane small talk they traded every day.

				But on a more basic level, Darcy finally acknowledged that Jim was right. Elizabeth Bennet had a damn fine body. She was not particularly tall, perhaps five-foot-four, and her curves were shown to their advantage by well-cut suits in light blues and greens, which Darcy thought suited her better than black. Those colors flattered her eyes and made them sparkle. And if there was anything Darcy had to admit to himself, it was that he was definitely beginning to notice her sparkle.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				While Elizabeth Bennet was busy impressing Judge Darcy with her impertinence and legal acumen, her sister, Jane, was impressing another gentleman in an entirely different way.

				Jane Bennet had begun her residency at Meryton Hospital in late June. In the four months that had passed since that time, she had secretly lusted after the unsuspecting pediatric surgeon. Dr. Charles Bingley was cheerful, talented, good with children, and oh-so-hot. She had a notion that he might be gay, but if he wasn’t, she was determined to bed him. It was with great delight that she found him sitting alone in the cafeteria.

				“Hello, Dr. Bingley,” she said as slid into the chair next to him.

				“Jane! How nice to see you again. How is it coming over in urology?”

				“I wanted to thank you for lending me this text,” she said, placing it on the table next to him. “I’ve learned a great deal about the male anatomy from studying this book.”

				“I’m glad you enjoyed it. I thought it might be a little hard for you,” he replied.

				“Not at all. I think I understand it pretty well. In fact, I’ve taken the liberty of putting my phone number on the post-it note in chapter sixteen if you wanted to call with any questions about the text.” Jane licked her forefinger and paged over to the chapter entitled “The Male Sexual Response” and pointed to the post-it note with her cell phone number on it.

				“Please feel free to call me, Doctor,” she said.

				“Call me Charley,” he said a little breathlessly.

				She smiled. Not gay.

				“Oh, come on, Darcy, it will be an absolute bore without you,” Caroline said as she sipped her coffee.

				“It will not!” Bingley cried indignantly. Caroline gave him a disbelieving snort and turned back to Darcy.

				“It will be full of scrubs and nurses,” she pouted.

				“I do know people outside the hospital, you know!” Bingley said hotly. Darcy watched the interaction between older sister and younger brother with amusement. He could almost envision Caroline holding Charles out at arm’s length, her hand on his forehead while he swung fruitless punches at her.

				“Aren’t you inviting any of your friends, Caroline?” Darcy asked, sipping his tea.

				“I’m inviting you, aren’t I?” she replied, leaning over the table and poking her finger into his chest.

				He looked down at her red lacquered nail. There was something about Caroline, a strange mix of socialite and slut that never ceased to fascinate him. It must work on some level, because she’d made a bloody fortune in real estate, but it never quite fired on all cylinders for Darcy. He supposed that was one of the reasons he had never really been serious about her.

				“Halloween is a tedious holiday. Everybody thinks it’s their one time in the year to get outrageous by dressing up in costume,” Darcy said derisively.

				“It is!” Bingley grinned. “I’m not sure what I’m going to be yet—”

				“No doubt it will be outrageous,” Darcy drawled. “Maybe you could be a surgeon. You could wear one of those little paper hats!” he said with mock excitement. Then he shook his head and leaned back in his chair. “It’s a time for everyone to get drunk, act stupid, and hide behind a disguise while doing it.” He took a sip of tea to emphasize his teetotaling point.

				Bingley sat back with his arms crossed. “Honestly, Darcy, sometimes I think the wart on Caroline’s ass is more fun than you.”

				Darcy choked on his tea, and Caroline swatted Bingley on the head before turning her attention back to Darcy. “Will, really, I’ll be desolate if you don’t come,” she purred. “Bring Georgie; she’ll have fun.”

				Darcy rolled his eyes and put down his teacup. Caroline was under the impression that his twenty-five-year-old sister, Georgiana, was perpetually fifteen.

				“I’ll make it worth your while,” she sang, tracing a little circle on his hand with her fingertip.

				Darcy pointedly ignored her and looked at Bingley. “What time should I come?” he asked with resignation.

				Bingley grinned. “The party starts at eight.” His smile disappeared. “And you’d better not come dressed as a judge!”

				***

				“Come on, Lizzy, you have to come with me. I won’t know anybody there!” Jane pleaded.

				“Jane, you’re perfectly capable of making friends. Besides, you’ll know him,” Elizabeth pointed out.

				“Pleeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeaaaase!” Jane said, clasping her hands together. “I really like Charley, and I’d like you to meet him.”

				“And what better time to have an intimate one-on-one than when he’s hosting a party in a mask?” Elizabeth snorted.

				“If you don’t come with me, I’ll… I’ll… I’ll think of something,” Jane finished weakly.

				“You are so lame,” Elizabeth laughed. “Fine, I’ll go, but I won’t dance, and I’m leaving at eleven o’clock. I have an early massage tomorrow. You’ll have to find your own way home.”

				Jane squealed with pleasure and planted a juicy kiss on Elizabeth’s cheek.

				“How do you like it?” Caroline asked as she twirled in a circle before Darcy.

				“What is it?” he replied, tilting his head. She was wearing a bright orange jumpsuit that ended in short-shorts and fishnet hose. The suit was unzipped halfway down her ample chest, and she was wearing handcuffs.

				“It’s a prisoner costume,” she pouted, turning around again.

				“Property of the penile system,” he read on her back, laughing.

				“Maybe you should put me in jail, Judge Darcy,” she cooed as she sashayed toward him. He laughed again as she put her hands on his hips and did a little grind against them.

				“Caroline, what are you wearing?” Bingley’s dismayed cry interrupted Caroline’s seductive routine as he swept into the room wearing a Darth Vader costume. “You were supposed to be Princess Leia!”

				“Don’t you find it a little, um, incestuous for us to have coordinating costumes?”

				Bingley put the helmet on his head and raised his fist in the air. “You have failed me for the last time!” came the electronic voice from within the helmet. Darth Bingley then turned to Darcy and raised an accusing finger at him. “What the hell are you?” he demanded with a dramatic shake of his fist, clearly enjoying the power of the Force within him.

				Darcy, dressed in a black, flame-retardant auto-racing suit, put on his helmet and lowered the tinted visor.

				“Are you Evel Knievel?” Darth Bingley asked. Darcy shrugged and gave a thumbs-up. Bingley was lucky Darcy had followed through on his promise to attend the party in the first place. Unfortunately for Caroline, Darcy’s change of costume had foiled her plan to appear as his prisoner.

				She stuck out her lower lip and groused, “I thought for sure you’d be a judge again.”

				“Where the hell is this place?” Elizabeth frowned as she held a flashlight to the map. They were in the middle of nowhere, having taken a winding road off of the Pacific Highway. It had been a good ten minutes since they last saw any signs of civilization.

				“Did we take a wrong turn?” Jane asked nervously, gripping the steering wheel and flicking on the high beams. She slowed as the road twisted around a bend.

				Up ahead was a row of parked cars, and around the bend an enormous mansion came into view. Jane and Elizabeth looked at each other in disbelief. Just in front of them, a woman in a ballerina costume climbed out of her car. Jane giggled nervously. “Do you think this is the right party?”

				“No, most bazillionaires normally keep ballerinas on their grounds just for fun,” Elizabeth quipped.

				Jane rolled down her window and tapped the horn lightly.

				“Is that Charles Bingley’s place?” she called to the ballerina

				“Yes,” the tutu-clad woman replied.

				“Oh my God, Jane, your boyfriend is Bill Gates’ rich brother,” Elizabeth breathed, awed by the grandeur of Bingley’s house.

				“I don’t think I need to tell you there’s probably security here, so don’t stuff any silverware into your bra.”

				“Me? You were the thief when we were kids!” Elizabeth laughed. Together they began the trek up the driveway toward the brightly lit entrance. At the bottom of the steps, a crowd of costumed guests hovered near a yellow Lamborghini. Darth Vader sat behind the wheel. His head turned to them as they approached.

				“Jane!” came his electronic voice. Jane looked at him startled, until he took off his helmet. “Jane, it’s me!” Bingley laughed. He climbed out of the car and walked over to her, giving her a light kiss on the cheek. “I’m so glad you came. You look great! What are you?”

				Jane was wearing thigh-high vinyl boots and fishnets, short biker hot pants, and a black leather vest. Her blond hair was curled into a sedate bun at the nape of her neck, a black cap perched jauntily on her head. She turned her back to Bingley, who read the lettering across her vest.

				“She’s a Hell’s Angel!” Bingley laughed with delight. After Elizabeth was introduced to Bingley, he led them inside, where the party was already in full swing.

				***

				Darcy was perusing the drink selection and wondered how he was going to drink with his helmet on when a particular costume caught his attention. The woman was wearing a white tank top and low-slung leather pants with a studded belt and motorcycle boots, but what drew his gaze were the large black feathered wings strapped to her back. The dark kohl smudged around her eyes could not disguise them; he would know those eyes anywhere.

				What the hell is Elizabeth Bennet doing here? he wondered. He slipped the dark visor of his helmet down so that she would not recognize him and watched her as she looked nervously around the room. She smiled when a blonde biker chick came to her side and squeezed her hand.

				So, she’s a lesbian, Darcy thought, slightly disappointed and slightly turned on.

				He stepped aside as they approached the drinks table, heads close together. Elizabeth looked up at him and smiled.

				“Nice costume!” she grinned. “Is that your Mach 5 out there, Speed Racer?” Darcy shrugged and gave as bashful an expression one could while wearing a helmet with a tinted visor. Never mind that he wouldn’t be caught dead in such a blatantly ostentatious pimp-mobile.

				“Do you know which one is Caroline?” Jane asked Darcy. He pointed to Caroline’s orange back. Just then, Bingley raised a gloved hand and beckoned Jane to him. “I feel an irresistible urge to obey his command,” she droned.

				“Okay, Speed and I will be here when you get back—if you survive,” Elizabeth finished ominously. Jane walked toward Bingley who was already pulling Caroline over to meet her.

				“I’m Azrael,” Elizabeth said to Darcy, offering her hand. The Angel of Death, he thought, impressed, as he shook her hand with his gloved one. “Nice to meet you, Speed.” He nodded and picked up a bottle of wine, gesturing toward her. “Why, thank you.” She smiled as she held her glass to the bottle. He filled her glass and was about to pour one for himself when he realized he couldn’t drink it without removing his helmet.

				“Do you know many people here?” she asked him. He shrugged. She looked at him and tried unsuccessfully to repress a smirk. “Talkative, aren’t you?” He shrugged again and waved his hands in the air. She laughed.

				Christ, she’s good looking, he thought. He had never before seen her with her hair down, and he found it unnervingly attractive. She hadn’t come to the party all tarted up like a lot of the women here, nor had she chosen an immature, cutesy costume like, say, a bunny. He had no doubt she knew that in addition to the Angel of Death, Azrael was also the Angel of Law.

				“I have a confession,” she said. He crossed his arms over his chest in an expression of interest. “I don’t know anybody here. My sister there works with Charley at the hospital. He invited her, and she dragged me along. I’m a party crasher. It’s always nice to have Death drop in, don’t you think?” she chewed on a swizzle stick and looked at him through her lashes.

				Inside his helmet, Darcy grinned.

				“Can you believe this place?” Elizabeth mused, taking in her surroundings. “I had no idea that people actually lived in places like this.” Darcy looked around him. It was a bit opulent for his taste, and it was larger than his estate in England, but then Bingley was always one for form over substance. He had no idea why he liked the guy so much.

				Darcy turned his attention back to Elizabeth, who was talking to a man in a pirate costume.

				“AAAAAAARRRRRRRRRR you having fun?” she asked. The pirate laughed and waved his rubber hook at her.

				“Shiver me timbers, I need me some rum!” the pirate growled.

				Darcy moved aside and watched in amusement as the pirate fumbled with his hook, a wineglass, and a bottle of wine. Elizabeth raised an eyebrow at Darcy and then rescued the pirate by pouring the wine for him.

				After the pirate had gone, she turned to Darcy and said, “Talkative and helpful.” He put his hand over his heart and bowed slightly in apology. She laughed. “It’s really quite sad that I am completely entertained by a mime.”

				He laughed again inside his helmet. They stood in comfortable silence as the party became more raucous. As the crowd became thicker, Elizabeth was jostled and spilled red wine down her white tank top.

				“Goddamit!” she exclaimed. “This was my last white tank top!” Darcy grabbed a bottle of seltzer water while she dabbed at her top with a paper napkin. He wetted a towel and began to press it to her chest, unwittingly groping her. When her gaze rose sharply, he snatched his hands back and gave her the towel and seltzer water, then watched as she drenched her shirt with it. The stain came out, but now he could see the lacy pattern of her bra underneath. An unexpected surge of excitement thrilled in his core—with that covert bit of lace, her sex appeal had just skyrocketed.

				With the sweltering crush of the party around them, Elizabeth’s wings began to wilt, as did Darcy’s social fortitude. Ignoring her questioning look, he gently pulled her arm, and they squeezed through the crowd toward the front door. There he rifled through the drawer of an antique card table where Bingley had predictably left his garage door opener.

				Darcy grabbed her hand and led her down the steps of the house and toward the garage.

				“What are you doing?” she asked warily.

				He held his hand up to her in a reassuring gesture.

				“You’re not going to axe murder me, are you?”

				He stopped and assumed a pensive expression, helmeted chin resting on palm, finger tapping against the helmet. After visually debating with himself, he shook his head. Then he threw his hands up in the air and tugged her by the hand again.

				Although Elizabeth had slight misgivings, no mental alarms were ringing, so she let the mysterious stranger lead her to the garage. With the garage door opener pilfered from Bingley’s foyer, he opened the garage and turned on the light. Elizabeth gasped. Bingley had a car collection! While she gaped, Speed rifled through a key cabinet until he found the set he was looking for. Jingling the keys in his hand, he walked confidently to a Ferrari Enzo. When she hung back, he turned to her and beckoned her to follow him. She did, and after helping remove her wings, he assisted her while she climbed into the low-bodied car. Then he jogged over to the driver’s side and expertly slid in. Clearly, this was a man with experience in getting in and out of outrageously expensive cars.

				The engine started with a throaty growl, and he carefully maneuvered out of the garage and onto the driveway. The serpentine back road lured the purring motor of the car, and Darcy felt the call in his soul. It hadn’t been that long ago that he tore recklessly across these very roads; he knew their twists and dips like he knew the lines of his own face.

				“Are you stealing this car?” she asked. He laughed and shook his head. Pausing at the end of the driveway, he leaned over and adjusted the racing safety harness that crossed over her chest. Then he revved the engine and looked at her—she looked apprehensive.

				“Do you know what you’re doing?” she asked, her hand gripping the door.

				He nodded. He pointed at his helmet, his gloves, his jumpsuit, and his racing shoes.

				“Authentic?” she asked. He nodded. “Authentic eBay?” she clarified.

				He shook his head and jabbed his thumb into his chest. Then he gave her thigh a comforting squeeze. Then, with a thumbs-up, he revved the engine. He stepped on the gas and the sleek machine glided forward.

				Elizabeth felt her heart lurch as they surged forward. Images of being arrested—or worse, crashing—flitted through her mind as Darcy increased their speed. They took a curve, the car hugging the asphalt like a reunited lover, and suddenly, she was exhilarated. He gave the car more gas, the force pushing her back into the seat as they took another twist.

				While the restraining harness brought Elizabeth some comfort, it was the skill of Speed that allowed her to enjoy the roller-coaster thrill of the ride. Each curve swung her toward the door or toward Speed, and she screamed with laughter when he caught air cresting a low hill.

				Next to her, Darcy was grinning like an idiot in a joke store. The car belonged to him, stored in Bingley’s hermetically sealed automotive museum. Some motor enthusiasts were afraid to drive their sports cars, fearing to scratch the paint or get dirt on the leather seats. But not Darcy. He felt true joy when pushing the performance of a car that was more like a wild animal than a machine.

				With Elizabeth in the car, he was barely going over the speed limit, but in an Enzo it was still an exhilarating ride. He didn’t know what impulse had made him decide to take her for a ride, for there was no telling how she would react, but deep inside, he had somehow known she would enjoy it.

				Finally, when her hair was wind whipped and her eyes were bright with breathless excitement, Darcy steered the car back to the garage. As they pulled under the florescent lights, he glanced at her. With a child-like grin, she gave him a double thumbs-up.

				Elizabeth extricated herself from the car, her wobbly knees forcing Darcy to offer her a steadying hand. As he helped strap her back into her wings, his gloved finger brushed her bare shoulder, raising tiny bumps on her skin. She turned to face him and peered into the dark reflective visor.

				“Who are you?” she breathed.

				Caught up in anonymous flirting, Darcy nearly lifted his visor before remembering himself. He was sure the half-smile on her face would fade when she knew she’d just been taken for a spin by Judge Darcy. So instead of revealing his identity, he shrugged and looked away, then walked her back to the house with his hands clasped behind his back.

				He spent the rest of the evening by her side, a silent sentinel warding off any potential flirts with his blank gaze. He stood near when she stepped outside for air, followed her to the buffet, and held her drink when her hands became full. He diminished the destruction wrought by her wings, gently pulling her away from sneezing guests or catching goblets as she brushed by the wine station.

				When Jane squeezed out of the crowded dance floor and grabbed Elizabeth’s hand, laughing, “Come and dance!” Elizabeth looked questioningly at Speed. Although he regretted it, he could not possibly dance while wearing the helmet—and he certainly couldn’t take it off now. Instead, he stroked a finger over one bent and broken feather on her wing.

				“You’re right, I’ve done enough damage.” Elizabeth nodded. “Thanks, but no,” she said to Jane.

				Jane was just about to beg when Bingley grabbed her hand and pulled her back into the crowd with a yelp.

				“You think he’ll slip her the light saber later tonight?” Elizabeth smirked. Darcy did his best to interpret her glance as anything but inviting and looked out to the dance floor where Caroline was showcasing in tangerine glory. She waved at him, and Darcy raised a hand in acknowledgment.

				“Is that your girlfriend?” Elizabeth asked.

				Darcy looked down at Elizabeth and shook his head unhurriedly. Elizabeth’s lips curled into a coy smile, and she looked at him from beneath her thick lashes. Hooking her thumbs into her belt loops, she swung her hips to the music. She did a slow turn, giving him a generous view of her shapely behind as she continued her dance, throwing a warm look over her shoulder.

				Darcy leaned lazily back against the wall, arms crossed. Is she doing a little dance for me? he mused, smirking. Her sex appeal was undeniable, and Darcy was definitely feeling its pull. It wasn’t just the room temperature that was fogging up his visor.

				He watched as she faced him, singing a line to him. It was amazing how sensual her lips were, caressing the words. He fell completely under their spell, his pulse quickening and his groin stirring to semi-erection. Almost too late he realized that she was undoing the strap of his helmet, that luscious lower lip tucked mischievously between her teeth.

				He stood up straight and firmly caught her wrists, wagging a reproving finger at her.

				“Okay, Speed,” she laughed, “your secret identity won’t be revealed tonight.”

				He gave an inward sigh of relief as he released her arms. That had been dangerously close to disaster. At least the scare had killed his emerging erection.

				Her attempted seduction unsuccessful, Elizabeth looked ruefully at the clock and sighed. “I should be going.”

				There was no doubt in Darcy’s mind this time—her look was definitely an invitation. He sorely regretted that he could not take her up on her offer and could have kicked himself when he saw her brows scrunch in disappointment.

				“Well, anyway, it was nice meeting you,” she said as she offered him her hand. He shook it, holding it just a fraction too long. Then she was gone, and he had not said a single word.

				Darcy pushed his way outside and tore off his helmet, shaking his soaking head and gulping in fresh, cool air. A moment later, Caroline emerged from behind, giving him a playful swat on the butt.

				“Miss me?” she asked playfully. He didn’t answer but looked out into the night. “We still have time to use these.” She waved her handcuffs at him.

				He laughed shortly and shook his head. “No thanks,” he answered, his mind still distracted by the unexpected—unexpectedly pleasant—company of Elizabeth.

				“I told you I’d make it worth your while, and I never break a promise,” she sang as she slipped her arms around his waist. She pressed against him and looked at him invitingly.

				“No need, I enjoyed myself. I won’t hold you to it,” he said.

				“But will you hold it”—she pressed against his groin—“against me?”

				“No thanks, Carrie. Not in the mood.” He pushed her gently away, and she looked at him in slight confusion and amusement.

				“Okay,” she said and took a step back. “Are you all right?” she asked.

				He nodded. “I’m fine. Just a little overheated. I think I’ll head home.”

				“Is it possible to be completely sexually turned on by someone whose face you haven’t seen and who didn’t say a word for the whole evening?” Elizabeth asked Lou as he kneaded her back the next day.

				“It depends. Did he weigh 300 pounds?”

				“No. I wish I knew what his face looked like.”

				“Have Jane ask what’s-his-name who it was, then see if you can get his number,” Lou suggested.

				“Christ, he was sexy!” she sighed. “I thought I felt some chemistry, you know?”

				“With someone who wore a helmet all night?” Lou repeated skeptically. “He didn’t even lift the visor to say good night?”

				Elizabeth laughed. “No. I’m being stupid, aren’t I? If he didn’t even bother to say anything to me, he couldn’t be interested, could he?” She turned on her side to face Lou as he massaged her arm. “It’s just that, well, it was like he was playing a game. I mean, he didn’t say anything, but he didn’t ignore me. He followed me wherever I went, he didn’t dance with anyone, and he didn’t talk to anyone else. I think everyone thought he was my date, and I kinda think he wanted to give that impression. What does that mean?”

				“Mmm,” was Lou’s response. Elizabeth rolled back onto her stomach and sighed again.
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