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“Please be quick, Snell, for I have important business to attend to today.”

While the valet made no immediate reply, Darcy could see his looks of speculation. For the moment, the man continued in his task, shaving the previous day’s stubble from Darcy’s chin and cheeks. When he finished, he wiped the remaining soap from Darcy’s face and pulled the towel away, allowing Darcy to stand. When given the choice of jackets, Darcy was so impatient to be away, he did not care for so minor a matter as the color of his garment. Snell took the simple expedient of choosing the forest green jacket and helping his master into the sleeves.

“It seems matters of great import are afoot, Mr. Darcy,” observed the valet.

“Perhaps,” replied Darcy, knowing it was useless to protest at this juncture.

Snell gave him a long look. “Might I be correct in assuming this change has come about due to the unexpected appearance of the young lady from Hertfordshire? I hope it is not because of the young . . . woman in residence at Pemberley.”

Darcy could not help the grin that Snell’s question provoked. By the simple definition of proper deference for a master, it was an impertinence, for the master’s business was not the servant’s. In this instance, however, Darcy could not be angry. The matter of his future bride was one that would have a profound influence on all his staff; Darcy was aware his servants had long worried he would make Miss Caroline Bingley, a woman who would make their lives miserable and their tasks more difficult, an offer of marriage. It was only natural Snell, the servant in the closest position to the master, acted as the spokesman and attempt to discover if the calamity was about to befall them.

“If you truly believed it to be the woman in residence, I would be concerned for your powers of perception,” said Darcy.

A hint of a smile—the most Darcy had ever seen from the man—appeared at the corners of his lips. “That is good news, sir. Then I wish you luck.”

“Which you would not have offered had I been considering Miss Bingley,” replied Darcy with a laugh. “At present, I do not know what will happen, Snell, but I have hope. Miss Bingley was never a possibility—you may share that with the rest of the staff if you like.”

“Very well, sir,” replied Snell, bowing and stepping away.

After inspecting himself in the mirror for a moment, Darcy excused himself to make his way to the stables. As he walked, he reflected on the changes in his outlook of late. Whereas he had little hope before coming to Pemberley, meeting Miss Elizabeth Bennet here upon his arrival had filled him with thoughts of what could be, with ideas of how he could persuade her. It had been the previous evening, however, when she had dined at Pemberley with her aunt and uncle, that had sent his imagination soaring at the possibilities. The kindness she had shown to his sister, her actions in fending off Miss Bingley’s taunts, the way she had looked at him as Georgiana had played the pianoforte. She was not as set against him as she once was—Darcy could feel it! Darcy would not allow this opportunity to go to waste. Somehow, he must convince her that accepting his proposal was where her future lay.

Before long, Darcy reached the stables, pleased to find his horse already saddled per the instructions he had sent down thirty minutes before. With a brief check of the saddle, Darcy swung himself into the saddle and spurred his mount into a canter.

It was a warm summer morning, the likes of which showed his home to its greatest advantage. It was also an auspicious day because he would once more be in Miss Elizabeth’s company, would have another opportunity to show her how important her good opinion was to him. Surely nothing could happen which would take away from this marvelous day.

But one could not predict the future, and Darcy soon found he was destined to be disappointed. As Lambton wove into view not many minutes later, Darcy found himself riding through the narrow streets of the town toward the inn in which resided his heart. The bustle of the town was a welcome friend, a balm to his frenetic thoughts and excitement. Here the business of life was uppermost in the minds of these people, and Darcy could not help but recall that his life was entwined with theirs by reason of his estate’s proximity. They were his people and he theirs. Darcy hoped Miss Elizabeth would soon belong to them also.

It was when Darcy had turned onto the narrow street on which lay the inn that was his destination. Lambton, being built amid a series of low hills, was a maze of narrow, twisting streets that sometimes confounded those entering the town driving carriages of wagons. While Darcy stopped at a corner to allow a wagon heavily laden with good pass him by, a shopkeeper approached and hailed him.

“Mr. Darcy,” said Mr. Draper, the proprietor of the town’s general store. “Might I have a moment of your time?”

Little though he wished to delay, Darcy had always known it was best to foster good relations with the merchants of Lambton. Thus, he returned the man’s greeting and dismounted his horse to better converse with him.

“How might I assist?”

“I have information which you will find of interest, sir,” said Mr. Draper, looking graver than usual. “This morning I heard from Barnwell that Wickham has been seen in the area.”

“Wickham?” asked Darcy, his good mood forgotten. Mr. Barnwell was the proprietor of very inn where Miss Bennet was staying and was a good, solid man. “When was this?”

“Just this morning, he said,” replied Mr. Draper. “There was some talk of Wickham and a young lady, but Barnwell did not know any more than that. “I am sorry, sir, but I do not think Barnwell saw Wickham himself.”

“Second-hand information?” asked Darcy. When the other man nodded, Darcy shook his head. “The last I heard of Wickham he was a member of a regiment quartered in Hertfordshire.”

“Then he has sold his commission or deserted.”

Darcy snorted with disdain. “Deserted if I know anything of the cur. Do you have a description of the lady?”

“No, sir. Do you think you might know her?”

“No, it is unlikely,” replied Darcy. “It may be another in the long line of women Wickham has misled or a doxy with whom he is cavorting; I hope it is not a young woman he intends to relieve of her fortune.”

“What will you do, sir?”

“There is nothing I can do,” said Darcy after a moment’s thought. “I refuse to accept responsibility for Wickham again.” Determination filled Darcy and he nodded to himself before turning to the merchant. “Let me reiterate what I said when I paid Wickham’s debts before. I will no longer reimburse anyone for expenses as his connection with the Darcy family has been severed. Please pass the word to the other business owners. They extend credit at their own risk.”

“Risk, when it pertains to Wickham, is a matter with which we are all well acquainted,” replied Mr. Draper with a nod. “Had you not assisted last time, I would have had a difficult time of it, Mr. Darcy, and I thank you again for that. Mr. Wickham will receive nothing from my establishment, and I will ensure the rest of my fellows follow suit.”

“Excellent, Draper,” said Darcy, extending his hand which the other man did not delay in accepting. “Please inform me should you hear anything more of Mr. Wickham. If the opportunity presents itself, it may be time to ensure he is no longer a threat.”

Mr. Draper responded with a dark grin. “I am sure Mayfield or any of the other girls’ fathers would be eager to be of assistance, sir.”

With a nod, Mr. Draper moved back down the street toward his shop, leaving Darcy to consider the matter. Now that he considered it further, he did not know where the regiment was at present, for it was typical for the militia to leave their winter quarters and gather in one of the larger camps for the summer. That would mean Bristol or Brighton, or perhaps a camp further north. Darcy could not be certain, though he knew his cousin could track the information if he requested it. The question was whether it mattered. Darcy did not even know if Wickham had deserted or resigned his commission, though, given Wickham’s history, desertion was more likely. Then again, desertion was a serious matter, a step even Wickham might hesitate to take.

If he was apprehended in Lambton, Wickham would not have it easy. A mirthless chuckle escaped Darcy’s lips and he shook his head. Mayfield was the town’s blacksmith, a huge, powerful man, one who held a particular grudge against Wickham because of an incident with the man’s eldest daughter. It had ended well with the girl married to a good man—not all such stories involving Wickham ended so well—but Mayfield was a man to harbor grudges. The blacksmith and several others had stated in public that it would go ill with Wickham should he show his face in Lambton again.

With a sigh, Darcy shook his head and gathered his horse’s reins, walking the short distance to the inn. Even when Darcy had washed his hands of the cur, Wickham continued to plague him. There were much more pleasant subjects to consider, the most important being Miss Elizabeth Bennet. And yet here he was, hoping to propose to the woman he loved, yet bothered by thoughts of the one person in the world he most wished to forget!

Shaking himself free of thoughts of Wickham, Darcy stopped in front of the inn and tied his horse to a post before entering the establishment. A few quick words to the innkeeper informed Mr. Barnwell that Darcy knew of Wickham’s presence. Then, at his request, Darcy one of the man’s girls guided Darcy to the rooms occupied by the Gardiners and their niece.

What Darcy found, however, was a shaken Miss Bennet, tears flowing from her eyes, as she had risen and started walking toward the door. “I am sorry, Mr. Darcy,” said she, “but I must find my uncle at once on business which cannot be delayed.”

“Of course,” was Darcy’s reflexive response. “But please, Miss Elizabeth, you appear very ill. I shall have the innkeeper send someone to fetch the Gardiners.”

Though Miss Bennet protested, Darcy could see it was half-hearted for she assented to Darcy’s insistence, sitting down, still clutching a piece of paper that appeared to be a letter, looking entirely miserable. Darcy called the girl back into the room and instructed her to fetch the Gardiners, after which he sat close to Miss Elizabeth, grasping one hand.

“Might I suppose you have received bad news from home, Miss Bennet?” At her surprised look, Darcy gestured to the paper in her hand and gave her a slight smile. “It takes no greatness of mind to deduce your current distress has been caused by your letter. Given what I know of your family, it appears likely you have received word from home.”

“The letter is from Jane,” said Miss Bennet.

For a moment Darcy did not know what to say, for the memory of their argument in April returned with great force. Bingley was at Pemberley even now, the unexpected meeting with Miss Bennet shocking him into memories of her elder sister. That was a matter Darcy knew he must correct, and as soon as may be.

Then rational thought returned to him and he realized her distress was more important than his feelings of embarrassment. “Has something happened, Miss Bennet? Are your family all well?”

Through stops and starts, amid clear embarrassment and despair, Miss Bennet informed him of the contents of her letter. For the second time that day, the mention of Wickham shocked Darcy. The implications were staggering.

“Eloped with Wickham?” gasped Darcy with more feeling than sense.

“So Jane says,” replied Miss Bennet, missing the tenor of his blurted question. “Jane informs me they left Brighton and our father has gone to trace them. The last confirmed news of them is from Epsom, where they entered a hired carriage. There is a whisper of Mr. Wickham being seen with a young woman north of London, but no sign of them since. Or at least as far as Jane knew when she wrote.”

“Miss Bennet,” said Darcy, taking care to speak in a calm, rational manner, “I have much newer intelligence of Wickham, for, on my way here, one of the local merchants informed me that he was seen in Lambton this very morning.”

With bulging eyes Miss Bennet stared at him, a gasp on her lips. “Seen in Lambton?”

“That is what the merchant told me,” said Darcy, thinking while he spoke. “According to Mr. Draper Wickham was seen in the company of a young woman.”

“Lydia!” exclaimed Miss Bennet.

She attempted to jump to her feet, but Darcy held fast to her hand, speaking softly to calm her. “I doubt Wickham is in town any longer, for this town is inhospitable to him, and several of those who live here would like nothing better than to lay hands on him. The innkeeper was the source of the information; let me have him summoned.”

It was clear Miss Bennet wished to handle the matter herself, but she agreed to allow him to act. Darcy stepped from the room for a moment, speaking with a maid and then returning.

“Why would Mr. Wickham come here?” asked she when he was once again seated close.

“I am unsure,” said Darcy. “Though Derby is not out of the way for one attempting to reach Gretna from London, I might have thought he would make for Birmingham and Manchester. But to come to Lambton is unusual. It is possible he still possesses contacts in the neighborhood.”

“For what end?”

Darcy shook his head with disdain. “Who knows, Miss Bennet? Perhaps he has a favor or two to call in. Since he has likely been destitute for some time, he may have been in search of money. There may be other reasons I am in no position to know.”

“Then do you think we might retrieve them?” Hope shone in her eyes, melting Darcy’s heart.

“It is possible. If we can discover their destination for the night, we can give chase. Wickham does not have the resources to move as swiftly as he might wish—changes of horses, for example, will be beyond his means. For the right price, I can arrange such things—if we know where he is going, we can capture him before he gets there.”

Miss Bennet colored and her eyes found the table on which their hands rested. “I should not wish you to put yourself out for my silly sister, Mr. Darcy.”

“But I am already involved, Miss Bennet,” said Darcy, drawing her eyes back to him. “Wickham’s ties to my family make his actions my responsibility, even more so because I did not proclaim his character to all the world. My honor demands I make matters right to the best of my abilities.”

It seemed he had said both the right thing and the wrong, for she regarded him, respect shining in her eyes, even as they clouded over. “That is too much responsibility for any man to take to himself, sir.”

“And yet I will take it,” said Darcy, never surer of anything in his life. “You have suggested your sister is silly, and perhaps you are correct. But no girl, especially a young, inexperienced, and even silly one deserves to endure life with Wickham as a husband.”

At that moment, the Gardiners appeared, followed by Mr. Barnwell. Though they looked to their niece, noting her distressed state, Darcy convinced them all to wait for a moment while he asked the innkeeper for whatever information he possessed.

“There is little of this news I know for certain, Mr. Darcy,” said Mr. Barnwell. “One of my stable hands saw Wickham in the streets this morning. As it was Steven, who you know has a grudge against him, he was sure who it was.”

Darcy nodded—Steven was brother to one of the young women taken advantage of by Wickham. “Does Steven know where Wickham went?”

“To a hired carriage, by the look of it,” said Mr. Barnwell. “They were off at once, though Steven did not see where they went. Had he acted quicker, with less surprise, he might have given Wickham a beating if he had caught him.”

Again, Darcy knew this to be true, for Steven was one of the more . . . boisterous young men of the neighborhood, one who hated Wickham with a passion. “Please send for the constable, Mr. Barnwell. It is essential we discover where Wickham has gone so we may apprehend him.”

Barnwell was not a stupid man and likely had some notion the reason Wickham’s capture was imperative was connected to his guests. Good man that he was, though, he informed Darcy he would do so at once and departed. Then Darcy turned to face Miss Bennet and the Gardiners.

“What is this of Mr. Wickham, Mr. Darcy?” asked Mrs. Gardiner, her gaze swinging between Darcy and her niece. “Has something happened?”

“Discussion of Wickham and his particular offenses can wait,” said Darcy. “For now, it is best to focus on the letter your niece received this morning.”

Taking that as her cue, Miss Bennet informed her aunt and uncle in concise words the letters she had received from home. Then Darcy followed her explanation, informing her relations of the news he had heard from Mr. Draper. It was clear Miss Lydia’s actions shocked them, but Darcy also did not miss their surprise when Miss Elizabeth mentioned Wickham’s name. Whether they had made his acquaintance, Darcy could not say, but it was clear they had at least heard of him, and what they had heard had been favorable. Given the distress of Miss Bennet’s words when she told him about the letter, including her inference to knowing what Wickham was, Darcy knew she had read his letter. It seemed like she had not informed her relations, and since Miss Lydia knew nothing of Wickham, that extended to her family at home. It made sense—Darcy knew would say nothing, as he had not given her leave to disseminate what she knew, though he would have understood if she had.

“Then what do you mean to do?” asked Mr. Gardiner, turning his attention to Darcy once he understood the situation.

“The constable can call in other men to search the area for information about Wickham,” replied Darcy. “Then, once we know the direction in which he fled, we can follow him.”

“We?” asked Mr. Gardiner, his eyebrow arched in a pointed fashion.

“We,” said Darcy, firmness in his voice and purpose. “As I informed Miss Bennet, Wickham’s bad conduct is my concern for the simple fact I did not publish accounts of his character far and wide. Now that he has stolen away with your niece, my honor demands I attempt to assist by any means possible. This time, I shall not allow Wickham to escape justice this time.”

“You may as well save your breath, Uncle,” said Miss Bennet. “I have already tried to persuade Mr. Darcy it is not his responsibility and met with little success.”

“Miss Bennet is correct,” said Darcy, gazing at the woman who held his heart.

While her tone was wry, Darcy could see the admiration in her eyes as she looked at him. Admiration! After misinterpreting her feelings and assuming she was waiting for his proposal with breathless anticipation, the most Darcy had hoped to see was acceptance or friendship. To see such clear approval in her was like the sun shining down on a warm summer day.

“While that may be,” said Mr. Gardiner, “I still cannot allow this. It is our family’s problem, sir. This man’s deeds cannot be laid at your door.”

“With that, I would agree,” said Darcy. “But I shall insist, all the same. Not only do I possess greater means to engage in hunting him to ground, but it is in the best interests of us all that we capture Wickham and bring him to account. It is useless to argue, for I have decided on my course.”

“It seems, sir,” said Mr. Gardiner, “that obstinacy is a
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