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      Another letter.

      I threw it down upon my desk, unopened.

      Mr. Hargate's thick eyebrow rose, but he very wisely said nothing.

      I could not bear it any longer.

      I would not. 

      "Shall I wait for a reply?"

      A bold question. I glanced at Pemberley's aging steward as I walked to the window. He had served the estate well, but he had an irritating way of reminding me of my duties when I wished for it the least.

      "Not unless you wish to die of old age in this study," I muttered.

      The older man snorted lightly. "Better to die of old age waiting for an heir to the estate," he said.

      I turned to glare at him, but Mr. Hargate had already strode from the room, leaving me alone with my papers, and the unopened letter from Rosings Park on my desk.

      I could just toss it into the fire.

      No one would know.

      Except Mr. Hargate.

      And he would have told Mrs. Reynolds.

      I gritted my teeth and glared out the window at the rolling hills that surrounded Pemberley.

      I knew what was contained in my aunt's letter.

      It would be the same thing that was in all of her letters.

      The grand question.

      When will you marry?

      What are your plans for Pemberley if you do not have an heir?

      There were not even any pleasantries or polite and meaningless gossip or news. Only the questions.

      What would your dearly departed father say to see you without a wife?

      What of Georgiana's plans and hopes?

      What of them?

      Georgiana has not been home to Pemberley for more than a year. I wondered if she even cared.

      But perhaps that was my fault.

      I was barely here, myself.

      Perhaps it was the memories that kept me away. Were there any happy ones?

      I shook my head.

      Were there any recent ones?

      That was a better question.

      So many questions.

      And I had no answers. At least, I did not wish to hunt for them.

      My hands tightened into fists at my sides and I flexed my fingers to release the tension that had come upon me so suddenly.

      George Wickham.

      That was my last clear memory of this place. On the day of my father's funeral he had marched down the drive to demand what he deemed was rightfully his. An inheritance from the man who had provided for him, cared for him, and whose face he had spat in by stealing Georgiana away...

      I stared down at the courtyard where he had shouted at me and threatened to fight me if I did not give him what he was owed.

      Five thousand pounds—enough to provide for a comfortable year for any man.

      I knew that he would spend it in a month.

      But that had been three years ago.

      Georgiana seemed not to have been adversely affected by her experience... but I cursed myself that I had not asked her directly. She would tell me—

      But would she?

      George had been able to convince her of his affection under my very nose—I had not even noticed until it was almost too late.

      I blamed myself, of course... but did she?

      She had never said so, and I could not guess by her words or actions.

      But perhaps the fact that she had not been home for more than a few days—

      "Stop it," I muttered.

      This would not help anything.

      The letters on my desk would remain unanswered and the weight of responsibility upon my shoulders would only grow heavier as time passed.

      It was not that I did not wish to be married—

      No... I did not wish it.

      I did not need the added pressure of a wife in this house. The management of the estate was difficult enough. I did not need someone demanding that we invite friends to tea, host balls and masques, decorate for Christmastide, and any other number of tedious social engagements... I did not need it.

      I had quite enough frivolity and society when I went to London. Charles insisted upon it, and even though I had tried to stay at the club when I was in the city, he somehow always found out and had my possessions delivered to his house instead.

      Insufferable.

      He was my dearest friend, but that did not mean I did not wish to shove him sometimes.

      There was another unopened letter on my desk.

      From Charles Bingley.

      No doubt enlightening me to the very newest interest that had captured his attention.

      I dreaded his letters less than my aunts, that was something at least.

      I forced myself to turn away from the window and plucked his letter from the desk and after only a moment's hesitation I broke the seal and opened the hastily folded paper.

      Trust Charles to always be in a rush.

      His penmanship was casual and good natured, just like the man himself and I tried not to smile as I read his words.

      
        
        Darcy, my good man, you must come to London. The final balls of the season are taking place, and I have not seen you in town at all! You must come—I daresay there are some rare beauties on display and even you might find yourself inclined to dance.

        Say you will come to London and stay with me. Caroline and Louisa would be delighted, as ever, to see you. They speak of you often and complain that you have not brought Georgiana here... though I do not blame you.

      

      

      Charles' emotions and personality always came through in his letters whether he meant it or not. I could hear his inflection and see the grimace on his face at the mention of his sisters. Charles Bingley cared deeply about rare beauties and 'country wildflowers' as he called them. But I was looking for something more.

      Why did no one understand that?

      I let out a frustrated breath and tossed his letter down onto the desk.

      Lady Catherine de Bourgh's letter, and her painstakingly precise handwriting, seemed to pass judgment on me the longer I stared at it. With a grunt I snatched it from the desk and broke the seal. Pieces of wax clattered down onto the desk as I opened the carefully folded paper.

      
        
        Nephew,

        
        I have not had word from you in more than two months. I trust that you are well,  and that you are in search of a bride. As I have said many times, Pemberley needs a mistress worthy of its grandeur and the history of your family... and mine.

      

      

      I rolled my eyes toward the ceiling. Lady Catherine de Bourgh was not always a de Bourgh... a fact that she seemed very fond of forgetting until it suited her to have some judgment upon my own activities. I often wondered if she put the same kind of pressure upon my cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam. But, I did suspect that he had earned himself  some kind of a reprieve for his military service. Which, as her own daughter was too sickly to attend such events, left only me for our dear aunt to berate.

      
        
        As you have not seen fit to send a response to my previous letters, I have decided to dispatch my most trusted advisor, and the pastor at Hunsford, Mr. Collins, to attend you in this matter.

      

      

      "Attend me," I muttered in shock.

      
        
        I trust that he will return to Rosings Park with favorable news. I shall expect no less.

      

      

      My fingers tightened on the page, crumpling the fine paper.

      She had sent someone to spy on me.

      No. That would not do.

      Not at all.

      I strode to the door of my study and leaned out of the door.

      "Hargate," I bellowed.

      "Sir?"

      He was behind me in the corridor and I turned abruptly to stare at him. "Pack my things. I am bound for London."

      "At once, sir."

      "Fair warning, Hargate. You'll be expecting a guest while I am gone. A Mr. Collins." I did my best not to make a face as I said that man's name, but it was almost impossible. My disdain for the weedy little man my aunt had chosen for her parson was incredibly difficult to ignore.

      "I see."

      "I shall be taking my horse tomorrow," I said. "But you will send my things."

      "Of course, sir."

      I nodded shortly. "Good."

      As I turned to step back into my study Hargate cleared his throat.

      "What?"

      "How... How long will you be gone for, sir?"

      "As long as it takes," I said.

      The man's thick eyebrow rose and I gritted my teeth. He was infuriating in his precision. "But your guest—"

      "Mr. Collins is not my guest," I said sharply. "But he may stay as long as he feels necessary."

      "Very good."

      "Your damned right," I muttered as I strode back into the study.

      I closed the doors behind me and walked across the room with purpose. I had to respond to two letters. Both of which I had been avoiding for far too long.

      I was going to London.
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        * * *

      

      "You are here to avoid your aunt," Charles Bingley said when he opened the door.

      "Was that really the first thing you wanted to say to me?" I asked.

      "No," he said with a grin. "The first thing was 'I told you so.'"

      I pulled up the collar of my jacket as the rain hammered down around me. "Do you feel better?"

      Charles chuckled and ran a hand through his fair curls as he leaned against the doorframe. "Immeasurably," he said and then stepped aside. "Now, do come in. Caroline will never forgive me if you catch cold on our doorstep."

      "You are too kind," I muttered as I stepped over the threshold and out of the rain.

      "London is a misery this week," Charles said. "I did not think you would come. It's a very rare thing when one of my letters manages to bring you here. So, I reasoned to myself that it must be because Lady Catherine de Bourgh has been demanding to know the name of your new bride—"

      Charles pulled the door shut and brushed the raindrops off his sleeves before he set his hands on his hips and stared at me. "Is that not so?"

      I shook my head and then nodded. "It is."

      "Excellent," Charles said with a grin. "Then we shall find you a bride. I am dead set upon it, Darcy, you cannot dissuade me."

      "I wish I could," I said, but I could not keep the smile from my face. It was good to be with a friend once more. Pemberley could be a lonely place. Even for me.

      "Well, Caroline would be delighted if you were to abandon your search altogether and realize what has been in front of you all along—"

      "Do not," I groaned.

      Charles laughed and clapped me on the back, sending a little shower of water flying through the air.

      "Come now," Charles choked out, "can you not imagine it—"

      "You are..."

      "Terrible. I know," he said. "Louisa tells me so all the time. But, as I must remind her every fortnight, I am the man of this household, and I may say and do as I like. With, or without, her approval. Usually without."

      Charles' sisters were some of the most fashionable, and formidable, women in London. A position that had been hard won, and one that they had no intention of giving up. The last balls of the season were reserved for the most desperate of matchmakers, and I did not doubt that Caroline and Louisa had their own wagers set upon the outcome of several potential unions.

      "I will say that I hoped you were tempted by my letter," Charles said. He slung an arm over my shoulders. "You have been away from London's social scene for far too long, my friend."

      "It has not been a hardship," I muttered as he led me to the drawing room. 

      "Ah, but wait until you see the beauty on display this year," he said with a broad smile. "You will find Pemberley's new mistress, I have no doubt."

      "And what, pray tell, Charles, does the new mistress of Pemberley look like?"

      The question was sharper than I had intended and Charles drew back just a little to look at me. "Are you being serious right now?"

      "Why not?" I shrugged off his arm and stepped into the drawing room. I walked straight to the sideboard and pulled the stopper from the whiskey decanter.

      Charles' smile was somewhat crooked as he followed me and leaned against the fireplace mantle. "I believe I know your type, Darcy."

      I snorted and poured two glasses of whiskey. Charles inclined his head as I held one out for him and he brought the glass to his nose and inhaled deeply.

      "Charles?"

      "I am thinking," he protested and then took a sip of his whiskey and winced at the burn of it on his tongue. "She shall be—"

      I braced myself for his assumptions of my 'type.'

      "A conversationalist, certainly," he began. "With a pleasing accent, nothing broad or unconventional... Foreign, perhaps... Your aunt should like that."

      "She would not," I snorted. "She detests everything that is not English. Which explains the quality of the meals at Rosings Park... and the abundance of potatoes."

      Charles made a face. "All that money, and no taste..."

      "Continue."

      "She shall be, neither short, nor
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