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FITZWILLIAM DARCY SAT in the study of his London townhouse staring out the window, the letter in his hands almost forgotten as he held it, turning it over and over, while his mind actively avoided considering what he suspected lay within. The weather was unusual for early October, being unseasonably warm and humid. Somewhere in the distance, he could just make out the rumbling of thunder, and his thoughts turned morosely to the introspection which had been his constant companion these last, long months. It struck him that thunder was a very close analogy to his mood of late—he had alternated between quiet and thoughtful periods interspersed with dark and stormy tempests of railing against fate.

Sighing, he glanced down at the letter, his eyes taking in the familiar messy and careless penmanship of his closest friend. It had arrived two days earlier, and although he was aware of the news it likely contained, Darcy had avoided opening it up to this point, unable to bear the ecstatic effusions of happiness from his good friend while his own situation was still very much in doubt.

Darcy sighed and dropped the letter on the desk while leaning back in his chair. A hand passed over his face to stop on his temples, massaging them briefly before he opened his eyes and stared at the letter. It was the height of selfishness, he knew, to begrudge the happiness of a friend, regardless of the state of his own emotions. Deep down he knew he did not resent his friend for his suspected joyous news—after all, no one deserved such happiness more than Bingley, especially after the many months he had spent pining over his lost love. Keenly aware of the misjudgment which had led to Bingley’s abandonment of Jane Bennet at the point when the neighborhood had expected an engagement, Darcy could not have imagined when he had made that recommendation to his friend that he was in a most direct way affecting his own future happiness.

Of course, by then the damage had already been done. “Not handsome enough to tempt me.”

A bitter laugh escaped his lips as he considered the absurdity of the statement made in a fit of pique almost a full year before. Not handsome enough indeed! Intriguing, mesmerizing, and utterly bewitching was far closer to the mark!

Now, Darcy had no particular knowledge from the woman in question that she had overheard his ill-judged remark, but Elizabeth was nothing if not rational, sensible, and amiable. For her to have taken such a decided dislike of him from the outset of their acquaintance, she must have had some provocation. And try as he might (as he had indeed been trying for months), he could not think of any other instance early in their acquaintance when he would have offended her. Although they had shared many lively and contrary discussions while at Netherfield and even before, nothing could account for her developing such animosity, and he was almost certain, upon reexamining their interactions and his newly bought insight into her character and moods, her distaste for him had preceded those days when they had dwelt under the same roof at Netherfield.

No, it must have been the first evening at the assembly, although Wickham’s interference later, when he had told her his falsehoods about the Kympton living, had almost certainly prejudiced her even further against him. Of course, again, by Darcy’s reckoning, the damage had already been done. For, long before Darcy’s thoughtless and unintended slight toward Elizabeth, Wickham had, by attempting to elope with Georgiana, laid the groundwork for Darcy’s ill humor, which had resulted in the slight ever being uttered. He could not in good conscience blame Wickham for his choice of words—no, he had only himself to blame for not controlling his tongue and for behaving in such an un-gentlemanlike manner—but that Wickham had put him in such a mood in the first place was undeniable.

Wickham! Even when absent, the cad intruded on his life—he was a blight against the very Darcy name! When Wickham had poisoned Elizabeth against Darcy, he had unknowingly wreaked greater and more profound revenge against his old nemesis than he had obviously intended.

Darcy snorted in bitter amusement, not unaware of the irony of the situation. He had spent his entire adult life—as well as much of his youth—wishing to be free of any connection with Wickham, while now, he would do almost anything to enter into a much closer one. It was a bitter pill, to be certain, yet Elizabeth was worth it—his time in reflection these past months had taught him that if nothing else.

Which brought him back to his present dilemma—what were Elizabeth’s feelings toward him now? Had her opinion of him changed enough for him to entertain the hope of her regard? As much as he wanted to rush back to Hertfordshire and declare himself—as much as he had wanted to declare himself during his recent stay there—his former arrogant assurance had given way to caution, forcing him to retreat into his customary reserve and observe events as they occurred around him. She had been silent and grave, not her usual effusive and outgoing self when they had been in company, and they had rarely exchanged more than a few words. Could the fact that it had been his mistaken pride and arrogance which had allowed her youngest sister’s elopement and attachment to a man without morals or principle, have crushed any warmth of regard that their interactions at Pemberley had wrought?

Knowing he would only work himself into a headache if he continued with his present jumbled thoughts, Darcy let out a sigh and forced himself to consider the situation rationally. That he had been mistaken—horribly mistaken—in Elizabeth Bennet’s opinions and state of mind so many times in the past did not escape him, but in the absence of any encouragement on her behalf, it was all he had.

How had she felt about him at Pemberley? Her demeanor, while embarrassed at their unexpected meeting, had encouraged him, as she had seemed to have borne him no ill will regarding the past. Had he mistaken her change of feelings for her natural vivacious spirit and generous nature?

As he pondered the question, bits and pieces of memories—times they had spent in one another’s company and the little things which had passed between them—flitted across his memory. He remembered walking with her in the gardens of Pemberley, the introduction to his sister, and above all, the long look they had shared in the music room the night she and her aunt and uncle had dined at Pemberley. When he contrasted her demeanor then with what he had witnessed in Hertfordshire, the paradox was confusing at best. Had he been mistaken during that time in Derbyshire? Had his desire to earn her good opinion blinded him yet again to her reaction to him?

No, it could not be. Darcy had learned through painful experience exactly what constituted Miss Elizabeth’s disapproval. Whereas she had been argumentative, impertinent, and overtly hostile—as he now knew—during the months of their first acquaintance, in Derbyshire she had been charming and pleasant, although a little embarrassed and quiet in his presence. In other words, her behavior in Derbyshire had been what he had mistaken her original behavior in Hertfordshire to be. And yet, when contrasted with what he had witnessed when he had returned to Hertfordshire only the previous week, his confidence left him once again forcing him to face an agony of indecision. The one encouraged him and filled him with the longing to press his suit with her again, only in a proper manner, where he courted Elizabeth with the greatest respect and attention, as she deserved. The other made him want to slink back to Derbyshire to lick his wounds in private, fearing she would never have anything to do with him again. 

It was a convoluted mess, to be certain, but one he wished—and feared in equal measure—to unravel.

A commotion in the hallway caught his attention, and he heard loud voices, among them the unmistakable bellowing of his Aunt Catherine. Sighing at the unwelcome intrusion into his solitude, Darcy rose to his feet and crossed the room to his door. Whatever business his aunt had in invading his home, the quickest and surest way of ensuring his and Georgiana’s comfort and peace was to deal with her and send her on her way as quickly as possible.

Out in the hallway, his aunt was striding toward the doorway in which he had just appeared, his butler trailing after her in an attempt to deflect her attention long enough for him to announce her. His aunt, however, was having none of it. Her countenance was as black as a thundercloud, and her swift, determined stride, combined with the way she sized him up as she approached, caused a sinking feeling to settle in his stomach—whatever she was about, this was certainly no social visit.

Catching his butler’s eye, Darcy shook his head slightly, freeing the man from the odious presence of Darcy’s least favorite aunt. Breathing a sigh of relief, the harried butler stopped and bowed slightly in his master’s direction before beating a swift retreat, leaving Darcy alone with Lady Catherine.

Calmly bowing and bidding her his welcome, Darcy stepped aside and invited her to precede him into the study. With barely a word of response or thanks, Catherine swept past him into the room and sat in the chair in front of his desk in a manner as grand as if she was the queen herself. Praying for patience, Darcy crossed the room and sat in his own chair, wondering for perhaps the thousandth time that his own sweet and angelic mother could have been sister to this loud and obnoxious high-born lady. Whatever bee she had in her bonnet, Darcy knew with an instinctive certainty that this visit would not be pleasant and that his aunt would likely leave it disappointed, if not in high dudgeon.

Darcy immediately addressed his aunt, asking her business, a query to which no reply was forthcoming. They sat in silence for several moments, each eyeing the other, and while his aunt looked as if she had swallowed a rancid pill and did not know as of yet how to expel it, Darcy merely regarded her calmly, unwilling to begin the conversation. Whatever she had come here to say would be said without any encouragement from him.

At length, she dropped his gaze and peered around the room. “I was somewhat surprised, yet still gratified, to find you at home today, Nephew.”

Whatever he had been expecting, this was not it. “I had business today, Aunt,” said Darcy, hoping his abrupt manner would help her to come to the point.

Sniffing at his words, she directed her attention back upon him, peering at him with the stern, severe expression he remembered from his childhood, the one which had never failed to cow him into obedience. It appeared she was unaware of the fact that the small boy had grown into a man who was decidedly unimpressed by her draconian and controlling ways.

“Well, it is good to know you still know your duty—in this instance at least.”

Darcy narrowed his eyes, his suspicion of her motives now giving way to certainty as to her errand. He was still confused as to why now, of all times, she should make a sudden and unannounced trip to London, which she had never done before, and entreat him on a matter which had been discussed ad nauseum, not to mention been resolved in his mind. Still, he would not discuss it with her unless she insisted, and when she did, he was determined to end all further discussion on the subject once and for all.

“You can be certain, Aunt, that I am very aware of my duties and am perfectly willing to fulfill them to the best of my abilities. Now, will you kindly state your business so I may return to mine? I have much to accomplish.”

Silence again descended upon the room, and Darcy was unwilling to break it. Let his aunt make the first move. In this, he would not have long to wait.

“Tell me, Darcy, do you honor the memory of your mother?”

“I am surprised you even have to ask, Aunt,” responded he after a moment’s pause. Though she had never before opened this particular conversation in such a manner, he immediately knew to what she was referring.

“You have not answered the question.”

“Lady Catherine, as you well know, I hold my mother’s memory in the deepest of respect and devotion. My mother was dear to me.”

“And yet you have still not done your duty and engaged yourself to your cousin, the one whom your mother chose for you! At the age of eight and twenty, you have still not done your duty and honored your mother’s wishes, and you have the audacity to sit there and claim a willingness to perform your duties. Why is it, then, that my daughter remains unmarried?”

Darcy ignored her reference to his mother and concentrated on her never-ending insistence in the matter of his marriage. “Lady Catherine, I have told you repeatedly, and I shall do so once again—I will not marry Anne.”

“You know we planned your union while you were yet in your cradles—”

“I know of no such thing,” interrupted Darcy. “I hardly think it likely, considering the difference in our respective ages, that you and my mother hovered over us while we were both lying in our cradles, planning an event so far in the future. Regardless, the matter is of little import—I have no intention of ever yielding in this matter, so there is little to be gained by continuing to importune me.”

“And what of Anne?” spat she in response. “If you refuse to marry her, what is to become of her? You know she has been waiting for you these many years—waiting for you to finally do your duty and make her an offer. Have you considered how heartbroken she will be when the man for whom she has waited since she was a girl casts her aside? Where will her prospects for marriage be then?”

“Lady Catherine,” said Darcy, his anger at this obstinate woman beginning to rise, “perhaps before coming into my home in a lather, making demands and accusations, you should first speak with your daughter and understand her feelings on the matter rather than presuming to speak for her. Anne and I spoke on this subject many years ago and decided that we would not marry, regardless of what you—or anyone else—has to say on the matter.”

“But Darcy, surely you must see Anne is formed for you. Your situation in life, your splendid fortune on both sides of the family—these are all circumstances highly in favor of your making a splendid match.”

“And our dispositions are so similar we should be bored with each other within six months.”

“What nonsense are you speaking? What do your dispositions have to do with the matter? We are speaking of matters of dynastic succession, not some young schoolboy infatuation.”

“Which is exactly why you and Sir Lewis enjoyed such . . . felicity in marriage,” responded Darcy, thinking about how his uncle had truly been the perfect match for his aunt, by her reckoning. Lewis de Bourgh had been as arrogant and meddling as his termagant of a wife.

As he could have predicted, his barb was completely misunderstood by Lady Catherine. “That is exactly what I am saying. You and your cousin are both of a quiet, reserved disposition, which would benefit you most excellently in your future marriage.”

Darcy brought his hand up yet again to massage his temples, where a most unpleasant aching sensation had started to build as his discussion with his aunt continued.

“I believe you have mistaken my meaning, Lady Catherine. I was not speaking of our felicity; I was speaking of our characters being too similar. I am very much of the opinion that two reserved, quiet persons such as myself and Anne would suit each other very ill indeed. We both require lively partners who will help us become more open and engaging—we two would only cause the other to become more introverted than the reverse.”

As he said this, Darcy, in his mind’s eye, was remembering a pair of fine, lively eyes which had bewitched him at first glance. A man could lose himself in those eyes and not care whether he was ever found. She, at least, would never allow him to become more reclusive than he already was—her very nature would forbid it and would draw him out in the process.

Lady Catherine, though, was clearly not amused. Barely suppressed rage now filled her countenance as she glared back at him. “So it is true then.”

Startled, Darcy stared back at his aunt. “I beg your pardon?”

“This rumor I have heard about you and that . . . that . . . little minx from Hertfordshire.”

Although surprised, Darcy was able to keep his head. If Aunt Catherine had heard a rumor connecting him to someone other than Anne, it was of little wonder she had descended upon him in such a fury, determined to “make him see reason.” And most peculiarly, the only person she could know from Hertfordshire other than her parson’s wife was Elizabeth Bennet. He wondered at the possibility of such a report existing, and he could not account for anyone coming to such a conclusion based on what their dealings before the people of the neighborhood had been. However, to determine his best response to her charge, he needed to know exactly of what the rumor consisted.

“I beg your pardon, madam, but I have not the faintest idea of what you speak.”

“I hardly believe that,” said Lady Catherine, her voice rising in response. “There can be no other explanation on the matter.”

“Perhaps if you would share this rumor to which you refer, I can either confirm or deny it.”

Her responding glare was filled with disdain, but his aunt nonetheless responded. “Two days ago, I received an alarming report which contained, among other things, Miss Jane Bennet’s most advantageous engagement to your friend Bingley and the rumor of your imminent engagement to her younger sister, Miss Elizabeth. Although I deemed it a report openly circulated by those Bennets in an attempt to entrap you, I instantly set off with the express purpose of contradicting this nefarious scheme.”

Darcy was struck dumb. How such a report could have come to be was beyond his present capacity to understand—his dealings with Elizabeth in Hertfordshire had always been characterized by such rancor that he was certain she would not have been secretive in her disapproval of him to those of the neighborhood. His recent visit there had resulted in no more than the briefest and most desultory of conversations—certainly not enough to incite speculation. As uneasy as he was pertaining to the source of the rumor, he could not help be curious. Who had seen through him?

“And who was the source of this rumor?” asked Darcy.

“I really have not the faintest idea,” replied Lady Catherine. “I do not know the particulars, only that such a rumor was in existence through my clergyman, Mr. Collins.  If you recall, Mrs. Collins is from the neighborhood—I can only presume they received the news through a letter from Mrs. Collins’s family in Hertfordshire.”

“Yet you did not substantiate this rumor yourself?”

She shrugged. “Why should I need to? The mere whisper of such a thing on the lips of my clergyman was all the confirmation I required. After all, you know that where there is smoke, there is fire. Your standing in society could be adversely affected by such a report if you do not take a stand immediately.”

“If you will quote pithy sayings, then let me say that the existence of one engagement often breeds rumors of another. Did you not perhaps think this could be nothing more than idle speculation regarding one sister due to the engagement of another?”

“Why should I take it to be so?” demanded Lady Catherine. “I am well aware of people of their type; they are grasping, artful people, looking only to improve their connections and increase their fortune. Should I not have acted such to protect you from such inferior connections?”

By now, Darcy’s disdain for this meddling woman had reached unprecedented heights. “I assure you, madam, I am very capable of looking out for my own future as well as my connections. Somehow, though, I do not think you have fully grasped the implications of what you have accomplished with your ill-judged mission today. You have set out from Rosings to confront me on the basis of a mere rumor! You have undertaken this journey and insulted me and my adherence to duty on an unsubstantiated piece of gossip, one which you felt could not contain any truth whatsoever. Considering our longstanding disagreement regarding my exact relationship with Anne, I wonder at your blindness to the implications of such an application. You do realize that if word of this interview were ever to reach the ton, rather than prevent such a thing—as is I presume your purpose here today—it might blow this mere rumor into the proportions of scandal, where I might be forced to make Miss Elizabeth an offer if only to save our reputations. How could you have failed to consider that?”

Throughout his declaration, his aunt had turned a shade of red due to his manner of speaking to her, which quickly turned an unbecoming shade of white once the implications of his diatribe had become clear to her. Yet she quickly gathered herself and continued her assault, causing him to reflect that whatever else she was, she was certainly not slow of wit or bereft of courage.

“Do not be a fool, Darcy. You and I are alone in this room, and no one else knows of my presence. If your servants are as well trained as they were when my sister was mistress of this house, no word of our meeting shall reach the ears of others.”

“The servants, dear Aunt Catherine, are as well trained and loyal as ever. And yet you are here, where you usually disdain to be, in favor of the comforts of Rosings, and it is not outside the realm of possibility that someone may have seen you as you exited the carriage and entered my home, or may have noticed the de Bourgh family crest on your coach as it passed through the city. From there, it is not a great leap to guess the nature of our conversation, given your repeated tendency to wax poetic on the subject of my so-called engagement to your daughter. When coupled with our conversation here today, which has lasted already for longer than a mere social call, what do you think the effects of this rumor should be if it were to make its way to London? Miss Bennet could very well be seen to be engaged to me to cause such an action from you, and her reputation ruined if no engagement were forthcoming.”

“And what is it to me? What should it be to you if her reputation should be ruined? It is her own doing and that of her family. If she should become embroiled in a scandal, who should feel the effects of it but herself? She should not think to quit the sphere in which she was born in the first place—if she should reach for the heights and fall in the process, what should it be to you?”

“First of all, I am not convinced this rumor has originated with Miss Elizabeth or any of her family,” retorted Darcy. “I was in Hertfordshire not a week ago, and I can assure you there were no whisperings of an engagement between us at the time.”

“Then they have begun to spread them since you came away to town!”

“That I cannot believe! I am acquainted with Miss Elizabeth’s character, and I fancy I know her well enough to understand she would never spread rumors of such a gross falsehood, especially when they concern her most intimately. The other thing you should consider is I am by no means the sort of man who does not take his obligations seriously. If such a report did exist, and Miss Elizabeth’s reputation was to suffer as a result, I would have no choice but to do the honorable thing and marry her.”

Lady Catherine was speechless as she regarded him, the expression on her face almost comical in its mixture of utter fury and complete consternation. Eventually, however, she found her voice, and once again the diatribe began.

“How can you say such a thing?” she cried. “She is obviously spreading these rumors herself, undoubtedly with the active participation of her family. She can have no claim whatsoever on your honor.”

“As I have already stated more than once, madam, I suggest you verify the rumors, as well as their source before you make such inflammatory, unchristian statements. Miss Elizabeth Bennet is a lady of the highest character and morality, and as such, she is deserving of your respect. Until I know with certainty that she or her family are responsible for the tidings you bring today, I shall reserve judgment.”

“It is true then!” screeched Lady Catherine as she rose from her seat and faced him, her hands gripping the edge of his desk. “You mean to have the little country tart in the face of the family’s objections, against all decency, and against the wishes of your late, revered mother!”

“Lady Catherine!” bellowed Darcy as he rose to face her down. “I will not have you bring my mother, the family, or any of your misguided notions of decency into this discussion. I have made my intentions clear on the matter of my supposed engagement to Anne many times, and you will not slander Miss Elizabeth or any other innocent person due to your disappointment over my unwillingness to oblige your fantasy.”

“I thought better of you, nephew!” rasped Lady Catherine, irrationally causing him to hope she had, for once, lost her voice. “I had thought you better than to be taken in by a mere country miss searching for a fortune. How could you have forgotten yourself? How could you be contemplating this engagement while turning your back on your cousin Anne, who would make you a most proper and eligible match?”

Sitting down heavily, Darcy sighed and looked up at his aunt. “Lady Catherine, again you are wrong, as no such engagement exists.”

“Of this, I am aware,” said Lady Catherine, once again taking her seat.

Darcy peered at his aunt intently, suspecting there was something she was still not telling him. Before he could pursue the matter, she was speaking once again.

“And what will you do about the report?”

“Nothing,” was his blunt statement. “I am unaware as to the contents of the report to which you refer or the particulars of its disbursement, but I do not believe the Bennets can have caused it to be circulated. At this time, the only thing I can state with certainty is that there is no understanding between Miss Elizabeth and myself—I have not been graced with the honor of her hand, nor have I approached her father for permission to marry her. You see, Lady Catherine, it appears this excursion of yours has been for naught.”

It was nothing less than the truth, of course. He had not had the honor of the acceptance of his proposals, nor had he spoken with her father, nor did the event seem likely at this point. It was clear he would have to return to Hertfordshire now, if for no other reason than to determine the extent of this rumor and what should be done to contain it. What the likelihood of Elizabeth actually accepting him now was, he could not say. He knew enough of her disposition, however, to understand that whatever she might feel for him, being force marched to the altar due to a scandal would not be the ideal way to enter into the marriage state. It was more like being sentenced to the gallows.

“Nephew,” said Lady Catherine, interrupting his thoughts, “I am happy to see there is no engagement between you and that girl, but mark my words—she means to have you.”

“I fear you could not be further from the truth if you tried, madam,” responded Darcy. His head ached, and he wanted nothing more than to end this interview and return to his contemplations.

“Come, Nephew, do not be so naïve. She and her family have obviously spread these rumors—if there is no engagement, then there can be no other explanation.”

“Unless it is nothing more than idle speculation as I stated from the outset.”

“These things always have a grain of truth at their core, Darcy. Surely you know this.”

Darcy almost laughed out loud—Lady Catherine certainly had no idea exactly how much of a grain of truth this particular rumor actually contained. For although he could not be certain of Elizabeth’s point of view on the subject, he knew he would be ecstatic if this report were ever to be proven correct by her acceptance of his suit.

“Hear me, Darcy,” continued his aunt when he made no response, “she means to have your wealth and draw you in. She is nothing more than an adventuress—a fortune-hunting young woman who should be left to her fate. You must publicly repudiate this insidious rumor and distance yourself from all further acquaintance with her. It would also be best if you severed all relationship with that Bingley fellow as well. Surely you can do without him—his wealth merely comes from trade. Really, you should take greater care with whom you count your friends. How is Georgiana to make a good marriage if you insist on consorting with riffraff such as that Bingley fellow and those Bennets?”

Incensed though he was by her snobbish characterization of Bingley and the Bennets, Darcy held his temper and took a few moments to calm himself before making his response.

“If she is a fortune hunter such as you claim, then why did she not accept my proposal when I made it to her back in April?”

Silence reigned over the room as Lady Catherine struggled to comprehend his meaning. Darcy smiled grimly at the reflection that he had finally found a way to induce his aunt to speechlessness. Unfortunately, her silence was destined to be short-lived.

“You offered for her in April?” she queried, disbelief coloring her voice. “Darcy, how could you?”

“Lady Catherine . . .” he warned, but his aunt was not to be deterred.

“And she refused?”

“Most emphatically. I believe the words, ‘the last man on earth I could ever be prevailed upon to marry’ figured prominently in her rejection.”

“Most astonishing!” exclaimed the lady. “I fear I have overestimated her scheming nature if she would reject such an advantageous offer of marriage. Surely she must be a simpleton!”

“Come now, Lady Catherine, a simpleton! You have met her and crossed verbal swords with her—whatever her faults may be, weak understanding cannot be among them. She knew exactly what she was doing when she rejected me, and the blame can rest on none other than my shoulders. My proposal was ill-considered and not one which would induce a worthy woman such as Miss Bennet to accept it. And perhaps even more importantly, I completely misjudged her opinion of me. I was indeed most humbled by her, to my betterment, I might add.”

“But Nephew,” she continued, “do you not see? Somehow her mother, eager as she obviously is to marry off her daughters to wealthy men, has discovered this and has prevailed upon her to change her mind. Believe me—Mr. Collins has told me all about the Bennets and their artful ways. Since they have no expectation of another offer, they must resort to stratagem and trickery to entrap you into a marriage so advantageous to their family fortunes.”

Darcy shook his head in amazement at his aunt’s continued willful blindness and stubborn nature. “Considering she was not prevailed upon to marry the very Mr. Collins to whom you refer, do you really think she could now be prevailed upon to accept and actively entrap a man whom she had previously refused? You yourself have waxed poetic on many occasions about how foolish she was for rejecting an eligible match to your sycophantic and senseless parson which would have secured her family’s future. I can imagine what kind of vindictive and jealous nonsense he has been spouting in your ear. Your arguments are not sound, Lady Catherine—I know Miss Elizabeth, and whatever she is, she is no fortune hunter.”

“So what will you do?” Her words, while seeming offhand, were delivered with such a studied air of nonchalance that Darcy instinctively understood her motive for the question—she hoped to force him to promise the end of his connection with the Bennets and any possible engagement with Miss Elizabeth, all the while hoping that she would eventually be able to wear him down and force him to marry Anne. He was not of a mind to allow her any triumph in this cursed conversation.

“I intend to return to Hertfordshire at my earliest opportunity and discover the situation for myself. If Miss Elizabeth’s reputation has not suffered due to this rumor you have so kindly brought to my attention, then nothing further needs to be done. If, however, she suffers due to this idle report, then I shall know my duty and act accordingly.”

“So you mean to have her then?”

Darcy sighed. “I have said no such thing, but I shall not lie to you. If I can convince Miss Elizabeth of the constancy of my feelings for her—and can somehow excite the same feelings in response—then, yes, I mean to do everything in my power to secure her hand. If, on the other hand, I fail in my endeavor, I shall bow out gracefully.”

Lady Catherine was aghast. “You mean to tell me you would debase yourself and offer for a woman who has refused you once?”

“If there was the slightest chance of her acceptance? Yes.”

“How could you do such a thing?” she asked, her voice once again rising to the level of a shriek. “Where is your pride, your sense of duty and honor?”

“Changed, directed toward something better. My pride has never done me any favors in the past.”

“And this is your final word?”

“Lady Catherine, I would advise you to let go of your argument and step back. I have stated my feelings very clearly, both on the subject of Anne and Miss Elizabeth.”

She rose in a fury. “Very well, then, I shall know how to act.”

“Lady Catherine,” Darcy interrupted as she made her way to the door, “I have the highest respect for you as my aunt and the sister of my mother, but I will not tolerate any further interference from you. Please do the entire family a favor and cease your useless attempts to meddle in my affairs.”

“Insolent boy!” she retorted. “The earl shall hear about this. He will make you see sense!”

“I highly doubt it,” Darcy responded, a wry quality entering his voice. “As you are well aware, the earl himself has made a love match. I doubt he will be anything but happy for me if I should have the good fortune to accomplish the same.”

To this Lady Catherine was momentarily speechless, and Darcy knew he had won a significant point—Lady Catherine knew her brother very well, and their differences of opinion and disputes were legendary. The earl would in no way support his sister over his nephew in this matter.

All of these thoughts crossed Lady Catherine’s face as clearly as if they had been written upon her brow. 

“I am sincerely happy your mother did not live to witness such willful disgrace,” she finally bit out with some venom. “To know you have fallen in such an infamous manner would have caused her the greatest of heartbreak.”

“And what would you know of the matter?” Darcy spat in response, highly incensed at her continued obstinacy and vindictiveness. “Perhaps I should tell you of my final conversation with my mother—which I had concealed, knowing you would be highly offended. Your behavior here today would have embarrassed her far more than mine.”

“Do you think I did not know my sister?” she demanded.

“It is clear you did not, madam. On her deathbed, my mother asked me to attend her and told me that this day would come—that you would use every weapon in your arsenal to attempt to force me into marriage with Anne. She made me promise I would not give in to your demands unless it was my desire to unite with my cousin. So you see, your arguments concerning my mother are groundless at best, gross falsehoods at worst. I would highly appreciate your never referring to my mother in such a manner in my presence again. I have endured your scheming and your controlling ways for the entirety of my life, but depend upon it, madam, I shall do so no longer.”

“How dare you?” she screamed, raising her walking stick at him menacingly.

Darcy merely stared back at her coldly, unimpressed by her display of displeasure. “In much the same manner as you dare, I would imagine.”

“It must be a falsehood—my sister and I planned your union from the time you were a child!”

“Another fantasy she repudiated to me. This dream has existed in your mind and in your mind alone. If you doubt my word, perhaps I should show you the clause in my mother’s will known only to my father and I. Therein, she confirmed the supposed engagement between Anne and me was never agreed to by herself. She provided proof in the event you should try to convince me with some trumped-up evidence of an arrangement between you two.”

The expression on his aunt’s face told Darcy he had guessed near enough to the mark to determine what his aunt’s plans had been. She was so apoplectic with fury that for several moments she could not say a word. At length, she appeared to gather control over herself, and she regarded him, still in the heights of fury, but with a look of utmost disdain etched upon her haughty features.

“Very well, then. I wish you all the misery in the world with your artful little adventuress, Darcy. Don’t expect me or anyone from the family to ever recognize her.”

“Good day, Lady Catherine,” he responded firmly, unwilling to rise any further to her bait.

The slamming of the door and the rapping of her cane against the floor tiles signaled her final exit from his domain, causing Darcy to exhale with the greatest of relief. Although he had known this day would come and had anticipated an extremely unpleasant confrontation, the actuality of the event had exceeded his expectations.

At once, he was able to return his attention to the issue at hand—it was now inconceivable for him to stay away from Hertfordshire for any length of time. His aunt’s intelligence had rendered his return a moot point—he must go back and ascertain the situation before he would know how to act.

The letter lying on his desk once again caught his eye, and as he thought about his reasons for not opening it before, they all seemed so childish compared with this new information he possessed—Elizabeth needed him, and he would be damned if he would allow her to be hurt in any way.

Grasping the letter, he broke the seal and scanned the contents, noting through the scribbled lines and blots that the information contained was essentially what he had believed it to be, coupled with an invitation to return to Netherfield at any time convenient. Chuckling at the predictability of his friend, Darcy immediately set his pen to paper and composed a letter accepting his friend’s invitation and stating his business would be complete in three days, after which he would join his friend and celebrate his newfound happiness. After all, Darcy now knew he had business of his own to attend to in Hertfordshire.

Once the letter was complete, he sealed it and rang for his butler to send it to Netherfield by express immediately. He then leaned back in his chair to think of the events of the day. He still had no clue whatsoever about the state of Elizabeth’s mind. However, one fact was beyond refute—if this rumor was nothing more than an idle report, he could do nothing other than to try to persuade Elizabeth of his change of heart. In the end, the chance that she would ultimately accept him outweighed the heartache of rejection by a rather wide margin.
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THE UNSEASONABLY WARM weather which hung over London was also making its presence felt to the north in Hertfordshire, a circumstance which suited Miss Elizabeth Bennet remarkably well.

The situation in Longbourn house had not been an easy one for the family, and although everything had turned out well in the end, the long succession of events had made it seem as if peace at Longbourn—always a difficult thing—had departed, never to return. The family had indeed weathered a series of storms, from Lydia’s elopement and Mrs. Bennet’s histrionics to Lydia’s subsequent discovery and marriage to the visit of the newly married Wickhams—not to mention the upheaval and uncertainty which had plagued Jane’s long saga with respect to the attentions—and lack thereof—of Mr. Bingley. Some of the recent events had provided pleasure to certain members of the party, but to most, they had been nothing more than one disaster after another, and even though Lydia was now somewhat respectably married and settled, the more discerning members of the family understood her life would not be easy. Even if the miraculous were to occur and Wickham were to completely change and become a model soldier and citizen, he was still an officer in the army and could hardly keep Lydia in the lifestyle to which she was accustomed—and which even a modest country gentleman such as her father could provide. Needless to say, no member of the family with a modicum of sense expected Wickham to suddenly reform.

Admittedly, the situation had improved since then. The benefits of the Wickhams’ departure could not be underestimated due to the tranquility it brought to most of the party. And with Mr. Bingley’s return and subsequent proposal to Jane, it seemed as if the fortunes of the Bennets were once more on the rise. Indeed, the society gossips of the area, such as they were, now spoke of the family in glowing tones, remarking on their good fortune and respectability, whereas only a month before they had been full of whispers about impropriety, sadly shaking their heads and remarking that the whole family was held under the darkest of clouds.

Of course, Bingley’s proposal, although a greatly desired and celebrated event, was not one which could possibly preserve the tranquility and peace of the country manor. In fact, quite the opposite occurred. Not only did the air of excitement pervade the entire family, but it was an inexhaustible source of conversation and action for the Bennet matron, who had already, merely a se’nnight after its accomplishment, begun to dream of and plan an elaborate wedding feast which would surpass anything the small community had ever before seen.

The members of the family party each had their own ways of dealing with the constant stream of excited prattle which erupted from Mrs. Bennet’s mouth. Mr. Bennet, of course, retreated to his bookroom most mornings, disappearing faster than the money in Wickham’s purse—or at least he did so on the mornings in which he did not shoot with Bingley or ride out on estate business. Mary had her pianoforte, and when that was not enough, a book of sermons and an out-of-the-way corner in the far reaches of Longbourn’s park were enough for her. Kitty, it appeared, had become adept at avoiding her mother, identifying with alacrity exactly when the woman would go into her planning mode (which was nearly always) and disappearing at the first sign of trouble. Most of the family had no idea what became of Kitty on those occasions, and when asked, Kitty responded in a calm (for Kitty) tone of voice that she had found something with which to occupy her time. Her father and Elizabeth, although they looked on with knowing smiles, said nothing. Jane, of course, was the one member of the family who had the greatest tolerance for her mother’s incessant schemes, yet when she was beginning to feel fatigued, her fiancé was generally available, and Mrs. Bennet was only too happy to shoo her daughter out the door to spend time with the young man. After all, it would not do to have Bingley grow tired of her before the wedding. The engagement must be preserved at all costs!

As for Elizabeth, her method of escape from an overly excitable parent was much the same as had been her wont all of her life—a good book and an invitation to her father’s bookroom or a long walk along the paths near her family home. And even though it was early October, the aforementioned unseasonably warm weather was a boon in that it allowed her to continue her practice of walking out every day, whereas, in a normal year, the weather would be chancy, prone to rain and other unpleasantness which would make her walks difficult and dirty at best, and impossible at worst.

Thus, it was with a grateful heart that she departed from Longbourn early on the first Sunday in October, eager to feel the bright morning sun on her face before the family attended church later that morning. The cook, as always, had a few of her favorite pastries and bread from the kitchen ready for her consumption, and after wrapping them in a kerchief, Elizabeth made her escape from the estate and set out along her favorite paths.

The world was a wondrous thing that morning. The early morning frost which coated the landscape mocked the warmth in the air, knowing its dominance was only a matter of time and a change in the weather. Elizabeth shook her head at the fanciful thoughts which appeared to have taken hold of her mind that morning and glanced around at the foliage which was coated in the pure white substance, rendering the entire scene uncommonly lovely. The frost patterns on the windows of her home had always fascinated her in their pure beauty and intricacy, and Elizabeth, not being formed for gloomy or melancholy thoughts, chose to perceive such beauty as it was and not as a harbinger of the approaching season of cold and dreary weather which would confine her to the house more often than not.

The pathways of her home were well known to her, and she walked without conscious thought of her destination, so confident was she in her ability to navigate the sometimes confusing myriad of trails, roads, and animal paths surrounding her home.

She took her time, stopping here and there, intent on enjoying her surroundings, the vistas of the area which would soon be closed to her for another season. In the back of her mind, thoughts and impressions threatened to burst forth, a cacophony of recent memories and experiences, all of them demanding that she sort through them and try to gain some understanding of the changes her life had undergone. Still, she ignored them, choosing instead to dwell on her surroundings, content in the knowledge that such thoughts would intrude in force when she had reached her destination.

She stopped more than once to take stock of the views along the way, and although she had seen every one of them many times in the past, she still marveled at the pure beauty and serenity of the scenes while comparing them to the few other places she had visited in the course of the past year. While Kent had been much like Hertfordshire in both its features and landscape, the air held a perpetual hint of the salty tanginess of the sea, refreshing in both mind and body. And Derbyshire, although quite different from her home, contained beauties of its own—from the stark and barren glory of the peaks to the wild and rocky beauty of the valleys. She had to admit the beauties of that county had been as pleasing as any she had seen before. The only other place she had visited was her aunt and uncle’s house in London, which of course could not compare to the beauties of the country in the mind of a young country miss such as Elizabeth Bennet.

Of course, such thoughts of sceneries and paths far from her home brought forth other thoughts, namely the ones which she had been endeavoring to avoid. Shaking her head, she smiled and reflected that one could not always control one’s thoughts, and no matter what was done, such thoughts often intruded upon one’s consciousness, whether willed to do so or not.

By this time, she had arrived at the base of Oakham Mount, and welcoming the exertion which would keep her thoughts at bay for just a few more precious moments, she began to climb. It was not a difficult climb—Oakham Mount was more of a large hill than any true mountain—but it afforded the finest view of the area, being wooded only to the north side. The other three sides were barren and afforded remarkable views—on a clear day, Elizabeth could see not only her own home, nestled in amongst the trees but also the manor house of Netherfield, a jewel in the green pastures of the estate. It was that manor house, and more specifically its inhabitants, to which her thoughts had threatened to return during the entirety of her walk.

Sighing, Elizabeth stopped and gazed around, reveling in the familiar views laid out before her. It was for this sense of peace and belonging she maintained her habit of solitary walks, much to her mother’s distress and her father’s amusement.

At length, her stomach reminded her rather forcibly that it had as yet gone unfilled and that she possessed a kerchief filled with delicacies from cook waiting to be consumed.

Making her way to the large boulder which protruded from the summit of the hill and which comprised her normal resting place when she visited Oakham Mount, she doffed the old travel shawl she had brought and spread it out on the boulder to protect her dress from becoming soiled. Once she had situated herself comfortably, she opened her prize and—selecting a tasty morsel—began to consume her breakfast.

As she ate, her eyes wandered over the scenery, while her mind, this morning at its most recalcitrant, began to travel on the course which it had tried several times already that morning. The thoughts of the beauty of the morning forgotten, she once again considered all that had occurred.

The events of the previous month—indeed, the events which had taken place since her visit to Kent the previous spring—now almost seemed surreal to Elizabeth. She was aware of the very great changes which had occurred—and which were about to occur with Jane’s wedding—and wondered how the arrival of two rich young men—and one fortune-seeking snake—could have turned the sometimes chaotic world of the Bennets of Longbourn even further on its head.

Elizabeth reflected on Mr. Bingley—her most beloved sister was happy, so what more could Elizabeth want? Sensible, serene Jane was now engaged to a most handsome and eligible young man, and Elizabeth could not be happier for her sister. In fact, the engagement seemed to have changed Jane in Elizabeth’s eyes, something which only one with as intimate a knowledge of her sister as Elizabeth possessed would even notice. Jane was still as calm and sensible as ever—she held her emotions and thoughts as guarded as she ever had—but now Elizabeth was able to detect a happiness in Jane, a contentment with the world which perhaps had not always been there, although Elizabeth had certainly not noticed it before. It appeared Jane had found her place in the world and was happy to immerse herself in her new role as a fiancée and later wife, future mother, and mistress of her own house. Elizabeth was happy for her.

She was also happy for Mr. Bingley. The man had been somewhat easily led, not only by his superior and overbearing sisters, but also by his friend, and although Elizabeth thought she detected Mr. Darcy’s influence once again in Bingley’s return to Hertfordshire and Jane, she was also certain Bingley had finally determined to take control of his own life. She had no knowledge of what had passed between the two friends, but she fancied she could detect a new confidence in Mr. Bingley’s manner, as if he had finally discovered that his opinions and understanding had value in and of themselves—that he was not necessarily required to defer to his friend in all things—and had subsequently gained a heightened understanding because of it. She could not be certain, but the way they had interacted while in company, the way Bingley had often expressed his opinions, sometimes contradicting Mr. Darcy’s, bespoke a newfound self-assurance which came from within rather than showing the artificial buoyancy which had until so recently indicated Mr. Darcy’s influence over him. Perhaps some good had come from the interference of his sisters and his friend if the result she thought she detected was any indication. An independent and confident husband could only bode well for Jane’s future felicity, something about which Elizabeth knew she would have worried had Jane married him last fall as they had all hoped.

Of the second instance of recent attachment in their family, Elizabeth could not think without abhorrence and some measure of guilt. After all, Elizabeth herself had been led down the garden path by Mr. Wickham, and if she was so easily fooled by the libertine, an empty-headed flirt such as her sister could not hope to be immune to the man’s charms. She knew there was an excellent chance that Lydia would not have believed her if she had revealed her knowledge of Wickham’s past and that her father still would have ignored her advice, believing in Lydia’s immunity from fortune hunters due to her lack of fortune. Still, Elizabeth bitterly regretted her silence on the matter, knowing she would feel better about herself if she had at least made the attempt to make her family aware of Wickham’s conduct. If nothing else, perhaps Kitty would have—because of her jealousy of her younger sister—made their father aware of Lydia’s partiality in time for him to have done something to prevent the elopement which had so nearly ruined their family’s good name.

But she had kept her own counsel, never connecting the fact that although the thought of Wickham’s absence soon after her return from Kent seemed a justifiable reason to keep her knowledge quiet, her sister had only days later been invited to spend the summer months with a most unsuitable chaperone in the Colonel’s wife. She knew intellectually that the blame rested with the silver-tongued serpent to whom her sister was now shackled for the rest of her life, but her heart still wished she had done something more to protect her family from him and others of his ilk. It was a bitter pill, as she knew her sister would never be happy with Wickham, although Lydia would perhaps never have the sense to understand her own predicament. For now, being married was all Lydia concerned herself with, and if her conduct during her visit to Hertfordshire had been any indication, Elizabeth suspected she would be content at least for the time being.

Lydia was not even sensible enough to understand why her family, outside of her mother, and to a lesser extent Kitty, did not want to hear about her wedding. After all, she had been the first of the five daughters to marry—surely that was a happy occasion, was it not? The silly and stupid remarks Lydia had continued to make, regardless of any reprimand or censure from anyone in her family, still had the power to annoy Elizabeth days after the event. In particular, one of their conversations stood out in Elizabeth’s mind.

––––––––
[image: ]


“I WISH all my sisters had accompanied me to Brighton,” prattled Lydia, unmindful as usual to the various expressions of disinterest on her sisters’ faces. Jane, of course, was as calm and patient as ever, and only one as close to her as Elizabeth could have noticed the tightness in her eyes and the slight downturn to her lips indicating her disapproval. Elizabeth wore a look of complete disgust, while even Kitty seemed to sense for once that her sister was far from proper. Mary seemed to be the most intelligent of them all by the simple fact that she had refused to accompany her sisters and listen to Lydia’s endless crowing.

“Why ever would you wish for such a thing?” asked Elizabeth, certain that for once her sister would sense her bored tone and desist.

The depths of Lydia’s obliviousness, however, had yet to be tested.

“Why, so that we all could have returned with husbands, of course,” stated she as if it were the most obvious thing in the entire world. “There were so many handsome officers, so many balls and parties . . . I daresay I could have found husbands for you all—even Mary, dull as she is.” Lydia giggled, delighted with her own wit. “We would have been such a merry party, all coming home with handsome officers.”

“I thank you for my part,” responded Elizabeth, her voice laced with derision. “But I believe I must decline, as I do not particularly like your way of finding a husband. I am certain that if I wanted to marry in such a way, any man would do. All I would have to do would be to throw myself on him in a most improper manner and steal away in the dead of night without telling anyone. I daresay my father and uncle would then have to come and persuade my paramour to marry me. Is that not what you have done to secure your husband?”

Lydia halted and turned to peer at Elizabeth intently, a fierce glower on her face—even Lydia could not be so ignorant as to miss the insult in her sister’s words. To Elizabeth’s side, Jane looked on, open-mouthed in surprise that her closest sister would speak to her youngest in such a manner, while Kitty stared on in consternation. Elizabeth found she did not care—she was done coddling her stupid sister, who had not the wit to understand exactly what kind of man to whom she had pledged herself.

Lydia was silent for several moments in seeming disbelief—Elizabeth was certain she had never been spoken to in such a manner, what with her father’s disinterest and her mother’s penchant for indulging and spoiling her in almost everything. However, it was not long before a sly smile appeared on Lydia’s face, and she sneered at Elizabeth most unpleasantly. At that moment, Mr. Wickham cantered by on his horse, doffing his hat at the assembled sisters with an arrogant smirk affixed to his features—the smirk which had not disappeared the entire time the Wickhams had been at Longbourn. Elizabeth was struck by the similarity in their expressions—they appeared to be two peas in a pod, the way they flouted propriety and laughed at others with more sense and manners.

“Why, Lizzy,” said Lydia with a laugh, “I do believe you are envious of me.”

“Envious?” responded Elizabeth with a snort of derision. “Of you? Whatever caused that silly notion to enter your head?”

“Was my Wicky not once a favorite of yours? Yes, I believe you envy me, dear Lizzy, for snapping up the man you wanted. Come, sister, you need not feel that way—after all, I think I am a better match for him than you would ever be. You should concentrate on finding your own husband now rather than pining away for mine.”

Elizabeth stared at her brazen sister, shocked that the silly chit would ever voice such a thing in front of her sisters. Still, it was better than saying it in front of the servants—or worse yet, in front of their neighbors and acquaintances, something of which Elizabeth knew Lydia was entirely capable. And she was undoubtedly correct—Lydia was a better match for the scoundrel than Elizabeth could be. Silently, she said a prayer to the Lord on high, thanking him for the interference of Mr. Darcy and for his strength and fortitude in making her aware of Mr. Wickham’s true character.

“You may as well remove that thought from your head. I assure you—whatever slight inclination I once felt toward your husband has dried up in light of his . . . other proclivities, of which I believe it is best to be silent. You are welcome to him, Lydia—I believe I should prefer a man who would court me in the light of day and ask my father for permission before whisking me off with nothing more than a letter to tell the story of my fate.”

“Then you shall end an old maid and be forced to watch those of your sisters who were more successful in finding husbands.”

“Better than being bound to such a man for the rest of my life,” replied Elizabeth, forcing her tone to remain even.

“Why do you hate me, Lizzy?” asked Lydia, tears suddenly appearing in the corners of her eyes. “Is it because I married your favorite, or simply because I am married before you, even though I am younger?”

At that moment, Elizabeth was distracted as Wickham once again rode his stallion past the small group. But whereas he had been all charm and geniality before, now his eyes were hard as he peered at Elizabeth, no doubt wondering what had passed between the sisters.

Elizabeth was struck by a feeling of sudden loathing for this libertine of a brother-in-law, indignation filling her being for his very existence. He had lived a life of privilege and ease, one which he had not earned for himself but had been provided by a man who had loved him though he had not deserved such notice. That good and noble man had provided him opportunities which he had squandered—opportunities which would most certainly not have been extended for any reason other than the purest regard and affection. Even the familiarity in which he rode his horse could not have been obtained without his patron’s generosity, something which he had trampled underfoot and wasted in pursuit of his baser instincts.

But Elizabeth had to admit to herself that though she was filled with indignation, she really could not take it out on her sister—Lydia had been spoiled and indulged all her life, and therefore part of the blame must be laid on her parents’ shoulders. Elizabeth certainly did not want to part with Lydia in such acrimonious terms.

Feeling ashamed at her words and actions, Elizabeth stepped forward and engulfed her sister in an embrace, one which was returned with equal fervor. Lydia must truly be upset to respond in such a manner—they had never been the other’s favorite sister and had found themselves at odds more often than not.

Speaking lowly so they would not be overheard, Elizabeth said, “I do not hate you, Liddy—indeed, I do not. I cannot lie and say I agree with this marriage you have entered into, but I do wish you the best in it. I simply hope and pray you will be happy with him, though I fear very much that you will not.”

Lydia pulled back at this statement and peered into Elizabeth’s eyes, a questioning expression on her face. But for Elizabeth, the heartache of the past weeks was too much to bear, and she was not about to elucidate to her sister the type of man Wickham truly was. Hopefully, her life would not be too hard, though Elizabeth held little hope for her future.

“I do wish you the best,” she repeated, feeling tears gather in her own eyes. “I am sorry, but I feel a little fatigued. I shall return to the house and lie down before dinner.”

She turned and walked away from her sisters, feeling Jane fall in beside her. A glance back showed Lydia watching them, her expression unreadable. Such thoughts could not hold Lydia’s verbosity in check for long, however, and she soon shrugged and turned back to Kitty.

“I daresay I do not know what upset her, but it is of little matter. Come, Kitty, let me tell you of my wedding . . .”
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IT WAS LATER THAT AFTERNOON, while Elizabeth was sitting alone in the little garden behind the house, reflecting on the conversation she had had with her sister when her solitude was interrupted by a most unwelcome visitor.

“Sister,” intoned a voice, startling her out of her reverie.

Elizabeth glanced up to see Wickham staring down at her with an expression of some seriousness, something which she could never remember ever seeing on his face before. She gazed back at him, noting his slightly dark look and the way he sized her up; being the object of his scrutiny caused Elizabeth to feel slightly uncomfortable.

She tilted her head to the side, waiting for him to speak—she would not initiate any conversation with him if she could help it.

“I was wondering if I could join you for a moment,” said he, a hint of his old playfulness appearing yet again in his countenance and in his voice. “You and I have not spoken much since our arrival, and I should very much like to continue our acquaintance.”

Elizabeth gestured dismissively at the other side of the bench upon which she sat, not caring whether he stayed or left. “Indeed, I have no objection to you joining me, Mr. Wickham.”

His artful and engaging smile once again stole over his face, and he sat, more toward the center of the bench and far closer to her than she would have liked. Elizabeth attempted to respond with a smile of her own as she waited for him to speak.

He was silent for several moments, and although Elizabeth felt he had something he wished to say to her, he appeared to be casting about for the best way to voice whatever was on his mind. She stayed resolutely silent.

“I understand from the Gardiners that you spent some time in Derbyshire and actually saw Pemberley while you were in the north.”

Suspecting his motive to be the discussion of his grievances with the Darcys yet again, Elizabeth made no answer, merely acknowledging his comment with a nod of assent.

“Ah, it is a beautiful county, would you not agree?”

When Elizabeth allowed that it was, he continued, “And Pemberley is a jewel among estates. Indeed, I find myself missing its hills and valleys, the woods and the fields . . . But I suppose it is a vain hope to ever see the scenes of my youth again.”

Elizabeth suspected he was attempting to sound poetic for whatever reason, but she was not about to be drawn into a discussion of the many injustices perpetrated against him by the Darcys—not since she knew the truth of his dealings with them.

“I suppose not, Mr. Wickham. After all, given your relationship with the current master of Pemberley, I should expect that even if you were in the area and in a position to view the estate, you would be denied admittance.”

“True enough,” Wickham responded, his tone dismissive. “But I should love to have my Lydia see it someday. After all, I did grow up there, and one does appreciate the opportunity to show loved ones the sights of their childhood. Would you not agree?”

“Indeed, I believe that would be very agreeable.”

Again, he was silent for several moments, but his eyes were fixed upon her most disturbingly

“My dear sister, have I done something to offend you?” he suddenly asked, his eyes never leaving his face.

Elizabeth did not respond; she merely raised an eyebrow in his direction, wondering that he would have the audacity to ask such a question.

“You continue to call me ‘Mr. Wickham,’ though we are now brother and sister, and your very looks announce your reproach and unfriendliness. If I have done something to offend you, I would very much appreciate the opportunity to apologize and move beyond it.”

Shaking her head at the man’s impudence, Elizabeth looked away even as she began to speak. “Really, Mr. Wickham, you are either most brazen in your arrogance or utterly stupid in your lack of understanding. My sister might be blind to any improprieties, but I assure you I am not.”

“But we are now married—is that not cause for celebration?”

The scathing expression she now directed at the man could not be mistaken any more than the scorn-laced words which issued from her mouth. “Celebration for you, perhaps, but not for us, I assure you. Why would we celebrate the fact that a snake has burrowed its way into our family to steal my uncle’s money and ruin our family’s reputation? I assure you, sir, your marriage is not cause for approbation.”

“And I suppose the Darcys are the means of this changed attitude toward me,” growled Wickham.

“You have stolen my young and impressionable sister, who is not yet sixteen, away from her family in the deepest night, hidden away from her relations and only agreed to marry her once my uncle provided you with a pecuniary incentive. And this is not the first time you have attempted this. Trust me, sir; I am well able to see the impropriety of your actions without Mr. Darcy’s assistance.”

His returning smile was practically feral, but he surprised her by once again
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