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One



“IT IS A truth universally acknowledged,” Fitz said, “that a single man in possession of a good fortune is in want of a wife.”

Charles blinked and sat up. “Lord, Fitz! It’s the middle of the night. What do you expect me to make of that? Sounds like another of your epigrams.”

“I suppose it is,” Fitz said. “But its meaning does not seem particularly obscure.”

“You and Caroline going to tie the knot at last? You sly dog.”

Fitz grimaced and pulled Charles back down beside him. “My dear,” he said, “you have a tendency to levity that, like any disproportion, can be tedious in excess.”

“And you,” Charles said, “have a way of talking to people as if you were a judge and they the prisoner in the dock.”

“Guilty as charged,” Fitz said, bestowing a kiss on the pouting lips. “My great uncle might have been pleased at my following his example. Now, what shall my penalty be? I know.” He trailed his hand down Charles’s slender body until he found what he was searching for, held tight and squeezed.

Charles groaned and arched his back. “God, Fitz, you’re a devil. I wish you’d—”

“Don’t talk,” Fitz said. He moved lower in the bed, opened his mouth, and paid his forfeit with an alacrity bordering dangerously on enthusiasm. He would consider it deplorable if he were not motivated by love. Love of the purest kind.

 

THEY WOKE TO dawn light. “I’m only leasing the place,” Charles said, picking up the argument as if there had been no interruption. “I haven’t committed to anything permanent—a few months’ tenancy, a year at most.”

“The minute you take possession of the house,” Fitz said, still groggy from sleep, “nay, the minute you ride into the village, you will be besieged by every fortune-hunting mama and her brood of hideous, squinting, gap-toothed, caterwauling daughters.”

“How do you know they will be hideous?” Charles asked. “Or are all women hideous if you think I might find them agreeable?”

“In a way, yes,” Fitz said, attempting a lightness of tone he could never feel on this subject. “You are modest in your assessment of your own charms, and too easily flattered by the pitiful arts of any barely respectable female.”

“My word,” Charles said. “You have a low opinion of my understanding. For someone who calls himself my friend—”

Fitz saw he had wounded where he had hoped merely to inspire wariness. “My dear,” he said, kissing the cheek that presented itself as he approached the lips, and stroking the soft brown hair. “I don’t question your intellect, merely your judgment, and only on this subject; one that has proven difficult for the wisest philosophers to master, back to antiquity, much less an English gentleman of twenty-two.”

“Whereas from the vast experience of twenty-seven, all is revealed,” Charles said.

“Twenty-eight, last month,” Fitz said. “It is not my age but my temperament that gives me an advantage. I do not immediately assume, because a woman simpers and plies her fan, that she is in love with me, or I with her.”

“At last the truth comes out,” Charles said. “You don’t like women. I’ve suspected it all along.”

“Really?” Fitz said. “In other words, because I show some taste and discrimination, I am supposed not to care for women in general.”

Fitz’s voice had entered that supercilious register that ordinarily would have led Charles to concede the debate. This time he persevered. “When have you ever looked at a woman but to find fault? As far as marriage is concerned, my fundament is as close to a wife as you’ll ever come.”

“Don’t be coarse, Charles,” Fitz said. “If you believe that’s all you are to me, your understanding is worse than I thought.”

“Deny it all you like,” Charles said. “But I begin to pity Caroline.”

“And what, may I ask, has your sister to do with this conversation?”

“I am not to be coarse,” Charles said, “but you are allowed to be dense. We’ve talked it over a hundred times. You’re to marry Caroline and I’m to marry Georgiana—double brothers-in-law.” He shrank back, seeing the truly alarming expression distorting the features of his friend’s handsome face.

“Do not,” Fitz said, “I repeat, do not bring my sister’s name into this bed.”

“Why not?” Charles said. “You think she’s too good for me? I notice you don’t scruple to pollute yourself.”


Fitz caught himself on the verge of losing his temper and took several deep breaths. Why was it that this subject always upset him, when he knew it was inevitable? “I’m sorry, Charles,” he said. “You see, Georgiana is just turned sixteen. With the difference in our ages, and especially since our father died, I am more of a parent to her than a brother.”

Charles laid his hand on his friend’s muscular chest. “I understand, Fitz. I’m sorry too. I just think you’re making too much of this business. You know my father wanted to purchase an estate but died before he could accomplish it. It’s the least I can do to follow through on his intentions. You may sneer, from your lofty perch atop the greatest property in Derbyshire—which, you may recall, you inherited—but I, like Lack-land, must start from nothing—although I hope I’ll do better than King John.”

“You could do a lot worse than the Magna Carta,” Fitz said.

Charles laughed dutifully. “I’m not rushing into anything. Surely you agree I’m behaving with all the circumspection and prudence you could require.”

“My dear boy,” Fitz said. “I agree that you think you are. You can’t help it that you fell in love with the first house you saw with sufficient rooms, just as you fall in love with every woman who possesses all her teeth and whose hair retains its natural color.” He rolled over on Charles, pinning him to the mattress with his larger, heavier form, and kissed him until he gasped for air.

“Brute,” Charles said when he was allowed to breathe. “Overbearing, domineering brute.” He licked his lips, moving his tongue in a slow circling motion. “Kiss me again, brute.”

“If you’re going to tease me like that,” Fitz said, “I shall be obliged to do more than kiss you.”

“Mmm,” Charles said, “I was hoping you’d say that. Just try to take it easy. I want to ride over and look at the place today.”

“I will be as gentle with you,” Fitz said, “as with a woman.”

“Lord help me!” Charles said. “I’m a goner. I won’t be able to sit for a week.”

And yet, a few hours later, as Charles Bingley rode through the village of Meryton to the manor house of Netherfield Park, he was permeated with a great sense of well-being. Fitz had allowed him to go alone, and to make all the arrangements without interference. “You are no longer the untried youth of our first acquaintance, but are on your way to becoming a man,” he said. “I’ve known it for some time now. Bear with me if on occasion I find the transformation difficult to accept.”

“Of course I will,” Charles said. “Indeed, I hope—that is—I don’t want to give up being your dear boy entirely.”

The animation that this speech produced in Fitz’s austere face and hard body almost led to a repetition of the dawn’s activities, until the advancing hour and the possibility of the entrance of servants with shaving water brought things to an abrupt and unsatisfying conclusion.

“Tonight,” Charles said, “I will tell you all about it, and you can criticize my decisions and inform me as to how much better you would have managed the business.”

“How disagreeable I must be, to be sure,” Fitz said. “I wonder you don’t take the first chance to marry and seize your freedom.”

“I could never be completely free,” Charles said. “Just give me credit for some maturity.”

“Isn’t that what this tiresome conversation has established?” Fitz said, but smiling. “Go on, then. Sign the lease on your manor and invite every female in the neighborhood to a ball. I won’t say a word.”

“I will hold you to that, Fitz,” Charles said. He just might, at that. A ball to celebrate the establishment of his own household. And if he met a pleasant, pretty young lady or two, where was the harm in that? He would have to marry sooner or later, however Fitz jibbed at every mention of the subject. In fact, it might be very nice to have a wife. But he would do nothing rash, nothing to make Fitz jealous or unhappy. The man had the devil’s own temper, but he was the truest friend, and there was no doubt he had Charles’s interests at heart. And he made love like—like a demon and an angel, both, in one body.

Charles sighed and dismounted in front of the house. It was well kept, in good condition, only recently vacated. He could be happy here. He was sure of it.

 

THAT FIRST BALL in the Meryton assembly rooms lingered in Fitzwilliam Darcy’s late-night torments for weeks. It had all gone as he had foreseen. Every family in the neighborhood had made a point of calling on Charles as soon as he moved in—even before. “I scarcely had my furniture unloaded and my trunks unpacked,” he remarked in his cheerful, uncomplaining way, “when the local squires began riding up to ‘get acquainted,’ as they said.”

The ball reflected the fruits of their labor, all the gentry for miles around attending, and worse, all the dreary, middling sort of people, the attorneys and the merchants, anyone who had acquired sufficient capital to retire from business or buy a tiny plot of land and could now call himself a gentleman. That in itself was bad enough, but naturally they all had families, and for some reason their progeny ran to daughters—at least that’s how it looked to Fitz.

“My goodness!” Caroline Bingley said, gliding up to take his arm. “It’s like a scene from some disreputable opera.”

For once Fitz was in agreement, and grateful for her protection. He could only be thankful that he had had the good sense to stay in town until the previous evening and had not had a chance to be introduced to anyone; he could therefore claim to be unable to ask any of this enormous local harem to dance.

Charles was already dangerously entangled, with a plump, glowing girl, all smiles and lush curves, just the sort that would be considered the beauty of this benighted backwater. In London, of course, she’d be dismissed as a country milkmaid, but Charles conversed so spiritedly with her during the dance, and was on the verge of claiming her for an ill-advised second set, that Fitz attempted to intervene.

“Quite a prize, eh?” A vacuous old tradesman who had been elevated to the rank of knight took hold of Fitz’s arm as he stepped forward to put a word in Charles’s ear.

“I beg your pardon?” Fitz said, lowering his eyelids with disdain at the man’s coarse, red face.

“Miss Bennet,” Sir William Lucas said. “Our own native rose, you know. It seems your friend hasn’t wasted any time. We may see some interesting developments soon, eh, what?”

Fighting the urge to plant the mushroom a facer, Fitz turned away and almost collided with Charles. “Not dancing, Fitz? How can you be so stupid?”

Fitz shrugged. “You are dancing with the only handsome girl in the room, other than your sisters.”

“Oh, Miss Bennet is the most beautiful creature I ever beheld!” Charles exclaimed, his voice unnecessarily loud over the thin strains of music from the small orchestra. “But there’s her sister forced to sit down, and almost as pretty. Why not ask her?”

Despite his best efforts, Fitz couldn’t help sliding his eyes in the direction of the seated girl, curious as to how the sister of a country beauty would appear—buck teeth, perhaps, or a giggler, or spotty—and by the worst of bad luck his eyes met hers as, sensing his covert scrutiny, she turned her head toward his side of the room. Wide, dark brown eyes, fringed with delicate lashes; expressive, humorous eyes, yet earnest; lively but honest. Gentle and innocent as a doe’s but with the wit of a philosopher. Playful and seductive as a kitten’s but with humanity and Christian grace to temper any impropriety…

Fitz felt himself blushing like a schoolboy, frowned, and looked away. By God! He would not be made a fool of! “I’m afraid she is not handsome enough to tempt me,” he said, ashamed of the words as soon as they left his mouth. “You had much better return to your charming partner and leave me to my uncharitable solitude.” He watched Charles follow his advice, annoyed at being obeyed so promptly, and became aware of Caroline standing nearby, apparently having witnessed the entire disgraceful incident.

“Miss Bingley,” Fitz said, giving a slight bow and attempting a smile. “Will you do me the honor?”

“Why, Mr. Darcy,” she said, “I worried, for one breathless moment, that Cupid’s arrow had pierced your heart.”

“What the de—I mean, whatever are you talking about?” Fitz said.

“But then I recalled,” Caroline continued, “that you do not possess a heart to be wounded.”

Fitz was grinding his teeth as he led her out to form the quadrille.

 

THAT NIGHT WAS pure torture, and only the fact that mortals rarely possess the gift of foresight, and Fitz could not, thankfully, anticipate that worse was to follow, allowed him to bear his trials with gentlemanly composure.

“Wasn’t it splendid!” Charles said, standing so temptingly naked in the center of the bedroom, arms outflung in rapture, twirling slowly and tilting his head up to stare for some reason at the ceiling.

“Very nice,” Fitz said.

“Nice?” Charles repeated. “Nice? That is the most mewling, pathetic, inadequate word in the English language. The ball shall be anything you say, except nice.”

“Very well,” Fitz said. “It was not nice in the least. It was horrid. It was hot, crowded, dreary, noisy—and noisome.”

“You mean it stank?” Charles was diverted. “Now you’re teasing. Explain yourself.”

Fitz stretched his long limbs on the bed, artfully displaying the beginning of tumescence over the curve of a muscular thigh. “Come here, you provoking creature, and I’ll explain at length.”

Charles let his arms fall to his sides, and his mouth drooped. He was not hard—a disturbing and unwelcome development. “You know, Fitz, I’ve been wondering if we’re getting too old for this.”

Something pierced Fitz’s heart, and it wasn’t Cupid’s arrow. He willed himself into control. “What do you mean, my dear?” he asked.

“Surely I don’t have to recite your lessons back to you,” Charles said. “This. Us. All that Achilles-and-Patroclus, Damon-and-Piteous stuff you talk about.”

“Pythias,” Fitz corrected. “What is it, Charles? Do you doubt my feelings for you?”

“No, never,” Charles said. “But Fitz, you always called it a youthful love.” He paused, looking down at himself, as if the question had arisen within his body, in his chest, covered with silky hair, or his slim waist with its trail of that same dark hair leading to the dense thatch at his crotch. When he spoke again, his words tumbled out in a nervous rush. “That beautiful girl tonight. Miss Bennet. She made me think that maybe it’s time for me to put aside childish things.”

Fitz took several breaths and counted to ten, then to twenty and backward to one. “I see,” he said, when he had his voice so modulated that his desire to commit brutal murder did not leak through. “A scheming, mercenary female, who from the look of her is on the cusp of becoming an old maid, finds that Providence has dropped a handsome, unattached young man with a considerable fortune into her sphere. Even before her first dance with this savior is finished, she has so poisoned her innocent victim’s mind with thoughts of matrimony that he—”

“Stop it!” Charles shouted. “Just stop it! It’s not amusing in the least.” He strode to the door, yanked it open with such force that he almost struck himself in the face, remembered he was naked and slammed it shut again. “Just let me find my dressing gown and I’ll leave you to your poisonous thoughts.”

Fitz had already risen to the occasion. He wrapped Charles in a strong embrace, pressing what was left of his by now dwindling erection against his friend’s equally flaccid member. “My dear,” he whispered. “My dearest, sweet man. Forgive me. I think only of you, of your welfare. You know I never wish to hurt you.”

Charles tried to free himself but was no match for Fitz’s strength. “Let me go, Darcy,” he said. His voice was icy, as Fitz had never heard it.

Fitz released Charles and stepped back, as one does instinctively from attack. “Please, Charles,” he said. “Let’s not quarrel over this.”

“It’s too late,” Charles said. “We already have. Haven’t we?”

“Not if we don’t allow a trivial exchange to enlarge into a disagreement,” Fitz said. “Whatever I said was meant in kindness to you. And I humbly and deeply apologize for any unintended affront to your beautiful Miss Bennet.” This time his voice shook with the lie, but it worked to his advantage.

“Oh, Fitz,” Charles said, remorse flooding him at last. “You know I can never stay angry with you.” He lay down on the bed.

Hallelujah! Fitz thought, blasphemously and with Low Church vulgarity.

“She is lovely, though, isn’t she?”

“What?” Fitz’s hand was involuntarily arrested on its path to Charles’s lovely thick cock.

“Miss Bennet. Isn’t she the most beautiful lady you’ve ever seen? And do you want to hear what’s even better?”

“Please,” Fitz said, the last vestige of arousal draining from him like bilge from a beached ship’s hold. “I’m all aquiver with curiosity.”

“She has the sweetest disposition of any woman I’ve ever known,” Charles replied, oblivious to any sarcasm.

“She would, naturally,” Fitz muttered, but softly, so Charles heard nothing of the words.

“Let me tell you everything she said,” Charles said, nestling into Fitz’s arms, resting his head on Fitz’s shoulder as if they had already fucked themselves into exhaustion instead of having stopped everything dead from some sort of willful perversity.

“Yes, do,” Fitz said. “Tell me everything.” He might as well get it over with, he thought, giving the night up for lost. Dawn was almost here anyway, and they’d have only a precious couple of hours of sleep. Pity what little time they had was wasted on hearing that, amazing as it seemed, this aging country maiden was possessed of every virtue and free of every vice.

In the end, Charles allowed Fitz one quick romp before snuffing out the candle, but it was an unsatisfying, hasty business, and Fitz was so discomposed by the insipid narration preceding it that it turned into a dry bob instead of the real thing. He could tell Charles’s heart and soul were far away, across the meadows in the neighboring village of Longbourn, where this damnable Miss Bennet was no doubt lying equally chastely in her sister’s arms and enumerating dear Charles’s considerable and genuine good qualities…

Which was what led to his body’s failure, Fitz realized later. The sister’s beautiful eyes had intruded on his mental vision just at what should have been the height of pleasure. Fitz imagined her watching him, those innocent but wise orbs staring unblinking while he groaned and sweated over Charles’s firm buttocks, and he lost whatever meager strength he had regained.

“Never mind, love,” Charles said. “It’s late. You’re tired, that’s all.”

“Yes,” Fitz agreed, taking the path of least resistance. “But I am sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Charles said, stroking Fitz’s damp hair back from his high brow. “It’s only what I said before. We’re too old for this.”

This time the voice in Fitz’s brain rang its clarion warning, unmistakable: Get out now. Take Charles and get away.

He gave thanks every day since that he hadn’t listened.








Two



UNFORTUNATELY FOR FITZ’S resolve, the situation improved, in a dangerous but subtle way that left him completely unguarded. Over the next several weeks, the gentlemen of Netherfield and the ladies of Longbourn came into frequent but public association—dinners, card parties, and the like—in which any sort of private conversation was impossible. Charles’s continued praise of Miss Bennet grew tiresome, verging on the insupportable, but as it was all based on so insubstantial a foundation Fitz didn’t attempt to argue his friend out of what could only be hardened into obstinacy by opposition; so fragile a structure would crumble easily enough on its own once the chance at greater intimacy was achieved and the lady’s shallow character was exposed.

This occasion arose unexpectedly. Fitz, with Charles and his brother-in-law, Mr. Hurst, had gone to dine with the newly arrived officers of the local militia. Fitz had been greatly looking forward to this outing, a chance to spend an informal evening in the company of men, no need to watch his every word—and, if he was very lucky indeed, he might find someone compatible, more than likely in the all-male world of the military, a surrogate for Charles when he was in one of his moods, which were becoming increasingly frequent. Not that there could be a substitute for love. But for mere sport, what harm in that?

The ladies, left to themselves, and indulging their brother in his partiality, invited the eldest Miss Bennet to dinner, and what must the bitch do but travel on horseback, uncovered during autumn rain, and deliberately, as it seemed, catch cold?

It would be inhuman to send her home—even Fitz was forced to admit that—and the next day her sister felt obligated to see how the invalid was doing. And that’s when the trouble began.

The woman walked—walked—the entire three miles, through the mud and dirt, residue of the rain that had laid her sister low. She tripped daintily into the breakfast parlor, her eyes bright, her delicate complexion rosy and translucent. Fitz was aware not only of her face but of her body, her chest expanding and contracting with deep breaths, so slender and light she could be a boy. But no boy had such trim ankles, or little budding breasts with those sharp peaks of nipples pointing through the thin muslin of her gown; and no boy could look so graceful in the damp folds of drapery; and no boy had ever smelled quite like that…

“Did you see her petticoat?” Louisa Hurst exclaimed in glee after Elizabeth Bennet had been directed upstairs to her sister’s chamber.

“My dear!” Caroline Bingley replied. “Six inches deep in mud. And her shoes!”

“Sweating like a plow horse,” Louisa said.

“Louisa, Caroline.” Charles, his courage steeled by first love, dared to admonish his formidable sisters. “Miss Elizabeth’s concern for her sister, if nothing else, demands our admiration, not our censure.”


Caroline, not at all chastened, turned to Fitz. “I’m sure, Mr. Darcy, you noticed her deplorable state.”

Fitz had one of those moments, rare for him, of spurious inspiration. “All I noticed,” he said, allowing his voice to purr just a little, “is how the exercise heightened the glow in her very fine eyes.”

That gave those two cats something to think about. Oh yes.

 

BUT IT WAS Fitz who was burdened with some rather troublesome thoughts after a day or two of the Bennet sisters’ enforced stay. However dull the elder, the younger was unlike anything Fitz had encountered among the supposedly highest level of cultured society in town. Elizabeth Bennet seemed determined to make an impression. Not content with proving her country fortitude by walking, she took every opportunity to show off her unique and often contrary views on any commonplace subject that arose. She spent her time with her sister rather than enjoying the conversation in the downstairs parlor and chose a book over a game of loo, yet disdained the notion that she was any great reader or preferred reading to all other pastimes. She took on Fitz at every turn, matching each of his attempted witticisms with her own adroit turn of phrase.

What astonished Fitz more than anything was that her words were clearly original. He had never heard anything like them in the salons and ballrooms of London; she was not repeating the voguish phrases and the manner of forming them that prevailed in the fashionable soirées, nor was she likely to have spent enough time there to have studied them. And although she was undoubtedly well educated, Fitz had read widely enough to know she was not following any strange conversational plans out of some obsolete primer.


On the second day, when the mother and younger sisters visited, exhibiting their lamentable and pitiable lack of intelligence, grace, and good manners, Fitz was jolted rudely awake from his unwary fascination. Mrs. Bennet was an unmitigated horror, and the thought that she had produced five daughters, three of them as empty-headed and shameless as herself, was enough to make Fitz give up the notion of having any more congress with females for the rest of his life. “There is quite as much of that in the country as in town,” she said with vulgar frankness, appearing to read Fitz’s thoughts, and relishing the amount of immorality to be met with in her small village, before going on to boast of dining with twenty-four families as if it were some great number.

Seeing Elizabeth so quick to divert attention from her mother’s worst lapses by serving them up as humorous vignettes of country life, Fitz could only turn away in sympathetic mortification. It was bizarre, revolting, like catching sight of a cripple or a leper, made all the worse by the contrast with her wit and feminine form. When the deformed creature is in other respects a beautiful woman, Fitz discovered, one’s disgust is infinitely magnified.

Once the mother and sisters were gone, however, Fitz found himself forgetting the distasteful incidents, surrounded as he was by all the new charms. It was when Elizabeth, innocently as it seemed, touched on his natural concern for Charles that Fitz at last became rattled. He had been startled but amused at her rejection of poetry as encouragement to love, intrigued by her assertion that “a puny love could be entirely starved away by one good sonnet.” By then, no doubt encouraged by her mild success, and overconfident of her audience’s goodwill, Elizabeth drew poor Charles, already in well over his head, into a pathetic and endearing assertion of his own headstrong disregard for caution. Charles declared, with a fervor that he no doubt fancied was showing himself as one of these fiery, passionate souls celebrated in the latest poetry and popular novels, that were he to resolve to quit Netherfield he would be gone at once, with no second thoughts. Despite Fitz’s misgivings that he was making too much of insignificant chat, he couldn’t help stepping in.

He heard the scorn in his voice, the affectionate criticism, but was unable to suppress it, as he reminded Charles that, in fact, were “a friend” to request that he change his mind, he would acquiesce.

Charles had been abashed then defiant, and Elizabeth had come to his defense, as if Fitz had been attacking him, when his only intent had been to prevent Charles from looking ridiculous.

It was intolerable, Fitz thought, as he realized that she was laughing at him. A mere chit of a girl, not a beauty in the established mode, with a meager portion and a most tenuous position on the lowest rung of the country gentry. And with the sharpest tongue off a London stage he had ever had the pleasure of being assailed by. And the most striking dark, large, and luminous eyes. And a very fetching, petite figure. Fitz could hardly keep his eyes off her. That was a disgrace, more his fault than hers. After all, he was an experienced man of the world, whereas she—

It was not until the third day that Fitz understood she was flirting. How slow he had been! Her unorthodox tactics had almost outmaneuvered him. The revelation had come when Miss Bingley enticed Elizabeth into strolling up and down the room, as if for exercise. Poor Caroline had so little finesse that she readily and happily fell into Fitz’s trap, begging to hear his interpretation of why the women did better to walk without him. He had enjoyed confronting them with the truth, that they either wished to tell secrets or show themselves off before the gentlemen.


Elizabeth had striven hard to avoid any such easy capitulation, and it was clear to see that the ignominy of Caroline’s surrender had provoked the stronger mind almost to rudeness. “Mr. Darcy has no defect,” Elizabeth said in the odd discussion that followed, a deliberation on what minor sins constituted allowable targets for her arrows of wit. “He owns it himself without disguise.”

Fitz tried to dwell on this slight, to hold its venomous barb deep in his flesh until it festered and turned black, in hopes of effecting a rough cure from the dangerous attraction. After six years of town life, he had despaired of finding a woman who was both pretty and intelligent, whose mental abilities matched her physical allure. The fact that the younger daughter of an impoverished country gentleman was weaving such a spell proved merely that he had set his ideal too high, and had disqualified any eligible contestants from the start. But, oh, it was hard to resist. Fitz could only hope for the elder sister’s swift recovery, and release from the bonds of enchantment—both for himself and for Charles.

 

THAT FIRST NIGHT of the eldest Miss Bennet’s stay, Charles was awash in agony and terror that a serious illness afflicted his inamorata, and the second night was little better. But by the third day, when it seemed that she would, in fact, recover from a head cold, Charles was suddenly up again, in ecstasy with his love, and with no other means to express it, receptive to Fitz’s attentions as he had not been in weeks.

“Oh God, Fitz,” Charles said, lying in Fitz’s arms, sweaty and dirty and so adorable Fitz could have licked him clean for the sheer joy of soiling him all over again, “I’ve missed this.”

“It was not by my choice that you took aversion to our pleasures,” Fitz reminded him.


“I know.” Charles lifted his head from where it rested on Fitz’s chest and stared into his friend’s hooded eyes. “I hope you don’t take it the wrong way that—that—” He stuttered on the dangerous admission he was about to make. “—that this resumption of my—our—love is because of her.”

“Miss Bennet?” Fitz asked. “In other words, you allow me to do with you what you’d rather be doing with her, if the rules of society allowed it?”

“I wouldn’t put it so crudely, but yes.”

“Naturally, I wish you to desire my love for its own sake,” Fitz said after contemplating his answer. “For my sake, and for the sake of our friendship over this past year and more. But I do want you, and will take you in whatever way, and for whatever reason, I am permitted to have you.” He paused, watching his protégé for any sign of shame or discomfort. Heartened to see no reaction, good or bad, he decided to try an experiment. Give Charles a taste of his own medicine, see how he liked that. “If it makes it easier for you, I confess that the sister has had a similar effect on me.”

“Elizabeth?” Charles asked. “That’s excellent!” He lay down again, but on his back, hands behind his head, a prudent distance from Fitz. “Do you mean you imagine it’s her you’re fucking when you fuck me? Or do you mean that you’d like to have us both, together?”

Fitz laughed. Although he might have preferred a little jealousy on Charles’s part, some wounded pride, still, it was going to be all right. “My dear Charles! Such depravity! No, not the two of you at once. At least, not until I’ve had a chance to try her alone.” Little danger of that. One of her most appealing qualities was her rock-solid virtue. Playful she might be, flirtatious even, with a quicker wit than any female Fitz had ever known, but there was not the slightest appearance of immodesty.


No, she was safe. Utterly, delightfully safe. He could enjoy the look of her dark, wide eyes and the surprising, arousing delicacy of her slight form and slender figure—such a contrast to the blowsy, overripe sister—and feel immune from any worry that she might seduce him, tempt him to “ruin” her, and blackmail him into keeping her. And she had more than enough sense to know that, on such very different social levels as they were, there was not the least possibility of marriage between them.

She was the perfect object for Fitz’s admiration. So refreshing after Caroline and even Louisa’s constant, wearying sycophancy. It was so deliciously satisfying to be able to taunt them with his genuine appreciation of another woman. Shake them out of their complacency. Caroline needn’t be so damned sure of him. It had been comforting at first, knowing that when he reached an age—thirty, thirty-five, perhaps—when remaining a bachelor was becoming problematic, he could resign himself to matrimony and she would be there for him, always willing. She’d be an aging spinster by then, but what matter? She would be grateful and happy, and would accept any terms he chose to make. There’d be time to get a brat or two on her, and, eager as she was, she’d do whatever was required—take him in her mouth or go on all fours—to rouse him to hardness.

Now it was becoming stultifying. At least Caroline had her supposed virginity to protect. But Louisa, safely married, could throw herself at Fitz with abandon, and with no fear of any embarrassing consequences. Damn! He hadn’t thought of that when Charles had explained that his elder sister, Mrs. Hurst, and her husband would be staying with him in his household. “Household,” indeed. It was Fitz she liked living with, Fitz she tormented with her constant adulation, egging Caroline on in her hopes of eventual wedded bliss, and implying, with every word, every look, that in marrying one sister he would gain the favors of both.


Charles rolled over and kissed Fitz on the lips, interrupting his thoughts. “Are you going to lie there like a log all night? Or can a man hope for some help with his trouble?”

“What trouble?” Fitz asked, the corners of his mouth curling up in a smile. He knew the answer to this old joke, but what joy to hear it again.

“Why, this stiff thing,” Charles said, waving his erection almost in Fitz’s face. “It just keeps growing and growing, and I don’t know what to do with it.”

“Oh, you poor man,” Fitz said, playing the scene out to the end. “Let me see what I can do.” He sat up, rolling Charles onto his back again, and knelt between his friend’s spread thighs. Charles’s engorged cock was leaping and drooling in a state of near release, all without any help from Fitz, just from the presence of Miss Bennet under the same roof. Fitz thought a silent apology to the woman and grasped Charles in a loose fist. “Is this the root of the trouble, do you think?”

“Please, Fitz,” Charles said. “I can’t hold on much longer.”

“So I see,” Fitz said. “And yet it seems to me we’ve had more than enough exertion for two tired old men this night.”

“I wish I’d never said anything,” Charles said.

“Not at all,” Fitz said. “As you so wisely suggested, we ought to consider putting away childish things.” He studied the live member, oozing clear liquid from its tip, the head already jutting out from the foreskin, and jerking in its own uncontrollable rhythm. “By the way, is this one of those childish things?”

“Please, Fitz,” Charles said again. His voice was suppliant, almost tearful. “Whatever I said before, I humbly beg your pardon. Just, please, please, do what you want.”

“Are you sure?” Fitz asked. “Do you know what I want?”

“I can guess,” Charles muttered, but laughing despite his distress.

Fitz took pity on him. “My dear,” he murmured. “I shall do only what you want. And I’m fairly certain you want this.” He licked and kissed, then took the head in his mouth. He felt Charles’s explosion almost upon him and tried to prolong it, removing his mouth, making Charles moan in agony and lift his hips from the bed. Fitz could not draw things out forever, nor could he hold back his own desire, and he put his hands under Charles’s firm buttocks, lifting him up with his muscular arms, opening his mouth and throat in a practiced, smooth motion. When Charles discharged, Fitz swallowed it all, up to the balls.

“Oh,” Charles sighed and groaned in ecstasy. “Oh God, Fitz, you’re a wonder.” He turned onto his stomach without being asked or cajoled, knowing he owed his lover his reward.

Fitz decided to try something else. “No,” he said. “Let me see your face.”

“Damn it, Fitz. You know I hate that.”

“But you promised I could do what I want, after,” Fitz reminded him.

“Bugger it, so I did,” Charles admitted.

“Not it,” Fitz said. “You. I shall bugger you face to face, as I prefer, and you will like it.”

“You can’t make me like it,” Charles said. “You can force me to submit, but no one can make someone like something he detests.”

“If he truly detests it, no,” Fitz said. He was already lifting Charles’s legs, placing the ankles over his shoulders, spitting into his hand and readying himself and Charles’s bum for his possession. “But if you merely find it embarrassing or improper,” he raised his voice to a mincing, effeminate drawl, “then I think I can make you like it very well, despite all your maidenly objections.”

“Not such a maiden,” Charles said, sucking in his breath as Fitz entered him.


“No,” Fitz said. “Precisely my point.” He pushed in further, going slowly but inexorably forward, until he had buried his entire shaft in Charles’s interior. “How do you like that?” Fitz whispered. He pulled out a few inches and pushed back in, still gently, but increasing the force incrementally.

Charles found himself responding to the familiar amorous technique. “Damn it, Fitz,” he complained. “You’re a devil.”

“And you are a tease,” Fitz answered. “But this time you will not escape the consequences of your actions.”

He picked up the rhythm, working steadily until Charles was lost in the sensation, pushing up to Fitz’s body so that they slammed together, hips to buttocks, with each thrust. Charles’s eyes that had been shut like a child’s against a dreaded punishment came open, eyelids drooping but irises focused on Fitz’s face, and his mouth that had been screwed up tighter than his puckered arse opened in slack, sensual acceptance of the glorious pounding he was receiving. And his cock, that had so recently been drained, rose again, brought to precipitate resurrection by the deep penetration that found and repeatedly struck that mysterious place.

As Fitz came, Charles’s mouth stretched into a wide grimace of mingled pain and pleasure, and Fitz leaned down for a tender kiss. Charles discharged again, the effusion trapped between their bellies and heaving chests, gluing them together in a sticky, love-scented mess. Fitz allowed Charles’s legs to descend, but remained inside him, his cock slowly deflating.

“Did you like that, you little tease?” he asked.

“You know I did, damn you,” Charles said. “You know I can deny you nothing.”

“I know,” Fitz said. He was purring with pleasure. “I know.”
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