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      Elizabeth Bennet, now reluctantly Mrs. Collins, paced the floor of her bedchamber. It had been only two days since Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy had made his desire for her known—only two days since her husband had agreed to allow him access to her as a repayment of his shameful debt. 

      And it had been only two days that she had thought of nothing else but the feel of the gentleman’s hands upon her skin, and of her own embarrassment at the emotions his actions had brought to the surface.

      Her disdain for her husband had only grown, and Elizabeth barely tolerated his conversation. Mr. Collins, for all his efforts, had tried to continue their daily life as though nothing was amiss. He spoke kindly to her at mealtimes, and left her at the parsonage during the day to attend to his duties. Elizabeth watched at the windows, waiting for some sign that Mr. Darcy was nearby, or that he might come to her while Mr. Collins was away, but it was not to be. 

      Two days after Mr. Collins had agreed to the gentleman’s arrangement, they were invited to Rosings Park for supper, a prospect that filled Elizabeth with both fear and an excited apprehension at the thought of sitting at the same table as Mr. Darcy while her husband fawned over his patroness.

      “Now, my dear, it is perfectly natural that you would feel some trepidation at this invitation. But her ladyship is quite welcoming, even to those of our social status. It is a great honor and condescension to be invited to dine at her table, and, indeed, to sample the delights of the meals that are served there—”

      Elizabeth pulled her gloves over her hands and sighed deeply. “I feel no such trepidation,” she said. “I shall endure the burden of this supper only to retain the illusion that we are a happily wedded couple. Not for your sake, but for my own and that of my family.” 

      Mr. Collins’ smile wavered just a little, but instead of an argument, he merely nodded his assent. “As you say.”

      Lady Catherine had sent her carriage for them, and Elizabeth looked out the window at the passing scenery instead of at her husband. She had not been able to decide what her feelings were for the man who sat across from her, but her dislike of him, and pity for his failings outweighed everything else that she might have felt. He had put her in an impossible situation—a ruinous one, to be sure. And a situation that, if left unsatisfied, would spell the destruction of everything she had saved with her sacrifice.

      The fact that Mr. Darcy knew this and had exploited it for his own gain should have made Elizabeth hate him. But, instead, it only inflamed her curiosity about what his true intentions might be. 

      Perhaps he had regretted the decisions made in Meryton… but this arrangement seemed to be the very opposite of putting right what had already occurred. But perhaps he did not care about setting things right—perhaps he only cared about his own pleasure, and punishing Mr. Collins for his folly. 

      Elizabeth glanced at her loathsome husband who offered her a nervous smile in response and she looked back out the carriage window to avoid meeting his eyes. 

      Vile man. Pitiable. 

      He deserved whatever happened. 

      This would be his punishment for taking her away from her sisters, and for giving her no other option than to put aside her own desires and happiness.

      Mr. Collins tried several times to engage her in conversation, but Elizabeth only answered him in single syllables and nods, but it did not seem to deter him or dampen his enthusiasm for the gardens of Rosings Park, or the menu that had been selected for the evening’s supper.

      The carriage ride was blissfully short, but the trepidation that Elizabeth had tried to deny rose up again as she stepped out of the carriage and onto the gravel path that led up to the front entrance of Rosings Park. 

      “Come now, my dear, you know that her ladyship does not like to be kept waiting.” Mr. Collins’s voice was full of nervous energy and Elizabeth closed her eyes briefly to keep from showing her husband her true emotions. They were not late, but in Lady Catherine’s eyes, they would, indeed be.

      “Of course,” Elizabeth muttered. 

      She looked up at the high windows that Lady Catherine was so proud of and caught a glimpse of Anne deBourgh’s pale face looking down at her. Lady Catherine’s daughter could not be mistaken for a rival, but Elizabeth could not allow herself to be intimidated by the girl’s silent presence.

      The possibility that Mr. Darcy could be engaged to such a person was almost enough to make her grimace with the ridiculousness of it. They would be, perhaps, an even poorer match than herself and Mr. Collins. It was laughable to imagine it. Just, as she imagined, it was laughable to consider who she had married.

      Even she found it ridiculous.

      A footman with a permanently pained expression upon his face showed them into the parlor and then departed to inform Lady Catherine deBourgh of their arrival. Elizabeth had seen the man on several occasions, but did not recall his name. Though she expected that her dear husband would remind her of it soon enough. 

      “Mr. Watkins was very kind to welcome us,” Mr. Collins said as the footman strode through the door and out into the corridor.

      “It is his duty to do so,” Elizabeth said shortly.

      “All the same,” Mr. Collins said. He smoothed down his coat and removed his hat and Elizabeth looked away as her husband found his reflection in a small mirror and slicked down his already flattened hair. “Her ladyship will, no doubt, be curious about how you are coming along with the expansion of the kitchen gardens…” 

      “I have no doubt,” Elizabeth said softly. 

      “You would do well to take her advice,” he said loftily. 

      Elizabeth pressed her lips together and anger flared in her chest. “I do not think you should lecture me—” 

      The footman whose name Elizabeth had forgotten once more appeared in the doorway, cutting off her bitter words.

      The man cleared his throat and nodded shortly. “Mr. Collins, if you would follow me to the drawing room, her ladyship has been awaiting your arrival.”

      Mr. Collins smiled broadly and bowed to the footman as Elizabeth rose from her seat. “Ah! Thank you, Mr. Watkins. Do, please, lead on.” Mr. Collins gestured to her furtively, but Elizabeth did not look at him as she followed the footman out into the corridor.

      She straightened her shoulders as they approached the drawing room, she could hear Lady Catherine’s voice already, and she was not looking forward to enjoying her ladyship’s company. 
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      “And so, Mrs. Collins, you must explain to me how your experience with the gardens at… what was your family home called again?” 

      Elizabeth set down her wine glass and blinked at Lady Catherine. “Longbourn, your ladyship.” 

      Lady Catherine nodded as though she had known all along. “Ah yes, of course. That shall belong to Mr. Collins soon enough.”

      “Indeed,” Elizabeth replied. She should have been more accustomed to her ladyship’s barbed conversation, but her words still stung. She knew very well what would happen to Longbourn when Elizabeth’s father died, and would no doubt have some advice for Mr. Collins when he became its master.

      Elizabeth did her best not to think about such things. She had only been Mrs. Collins for a short time, and thinking about the future was not something she wanted to indulge in—it was much too painful.

      “As I was saying,” Lady Catherine continued, clearly intent on ignoring Elizabeth’s reaction to her thoughtless words. “You will be in charge of the expansion of the kitchen gardens at the rectory, I trust?”

      “I had planned to do so,” Elizabeth said. “Mr. Collins mentioned that you might have some suggestions—”    

      Elizabeth had barely said the words when Lady Catherine interrupted her. “I took the liberty of writing to my friend Lady Musgrove who has very kindly recommended the designer of her own kitchen gardens which are, if I may say so, comparable to the ones here at Rosings Park. You would do very well to heed her advice in this matter, as well as my own—” 

      “Of course,” Elizabeth murmured.

      Lady Catherine continued to speak, but her attention had turned to Mr. Collins. He had been hard at work on his plans for the service of the Feast of Saint George, and Elizabeth was relieved that her attention was not required for such things.

      Anne deBourgh was also seated at the table, but her participation was limited to sipping soup from her spoon until the course was taken away, and then pushing her potatoes listlessly about her plate as though she were a small child who could not decide whether or not she wanted to partake in the meal. Elizabeth supposed that she was only in attendance to please her mother, though it was not evident by the way Lady Catherine ignored her daughter’s presence at the table.

      Elizabeth wondered if she should speak to Miss deBourgh, but she knew that such a thing would only draw her ladyship’s attention to her once more.

      “Mrs. Collins, I should like to speak to you about your plans for the future,” Lady Catherine said sharply and Elizabeth looked up to meet the older woman’s intensely scrutinizing gaze.

      “For the future?” she replied.

      Lady Catherine’s face pinched. “Indeed. You are a married woman now. Surely you have given thought to children. Have always said that a woman’s worth should be measured in how swiftly she bears a son and heir to her household.” 

      Elizabeth’s stomach tightened and she suddenly did not have any appetite.

      “It is, of course, a very direct concern for my own happiness,” Mr. Collins blurted out.

      “You are very newly married, Mrs. Collins,” Lady Catherine said loftily. “But you are quite old enough to have given such things a great deal of thought—” Lady Catherine paused meaningfully and Elizabeth was keenly aware of several pairs of eyes upon her. Awaiting her response. Of course she and Jane had talked of children, but they had only spoken of it in the context of sharing such a joy with a husband that they loved deeply... Not the child of a loathsome toad like Mr. Collins.

      “Mr. Darcy,” Lady Catherine exclaimed, and Elizabeth turned in surprise to see the gentleman stride through the doorway. “We had all but given up hope that you would join us.” 

      There had been no mention that the gentleman would be joining them for supper, but somehow she had known he would appear. Her cheeks warmed as his eyes raked over the guests at the table, and came to rest upon her before he pulled out a chair and stood beside it.

      “Aunt,” he said. “I do apologize for my tardiness. I was kept rather longer at the stables than I had expected.”

      Lady Catherine smiled indulgently at her nephew. “Never mind that now,” she said. “Sit, you have come just in time for the main course.”

      Mr. Darcy did as he was commanded, and Mr. Collins shifted in his own seat. He was very clearly uncomfortable, but Lady Catherine seemed not to notice and her conversation continued unabated.

      Elizabeth did her best to avoid the gaze of the gentleman across from her, but it was almost impossible to do so.

      Mr. Darcy, for his part, answered his aunt’s questions and facilitated the conversation as best as one might, given that Lady Catherine was so accustomed to controlling the direction of the topics and ideas presented.

      Her main concerns centered on the preservation of society and
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