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      Elizabeth Bennet was a women at war. The battle between her heart and her good judgment crashed in her mind. Mr. Darcy had been rude. Unforgivably so. And not just to her, but to Jane as well... But she could not forget the heat that had flared in her stomach when Mr. Darcy had laid his lips upon hers and touched her so scandalously. At the home of his aunt no less, and during a dinner party where they might be discovered at any time...

      The thought of Charlotte happening to come down the hallway to find her with flushed cheeks and Mr. Darcy’s hand between her thighs was beyond scandalous, and yet, somehow exciting.

      But just now, under the apple trees, he had barely registered any emotion and gave no indication that he would apologize for his attentions or even acknowledge them! Was she so low in his esteem that he felt that he could do as he liked without consequence?

      Of all the insufferable—

      “Lizzie!”

      Charlotte was standing in the garden, clipping herbs and flowers to adorn the breakfast table.

      Elizabeth’s anger at Mr. Darcy’s haughty words throbbed in her temples as she stalked through the grass towards her friend.

      Charlotte looked pleasantly unburdened and Elizabeth tried to cheer herself and think of anything but how she was feeling at this very moment. It would do nothing, and she had nothing to report back to Jane, which may have been worse. Mr. Darcy was surely keeping Mr. Bingley away from Netherfield Park, but she wanted him to admit it... to be honest with her.

      Surely he owed her that much.

      “Lizzie, who were you speaking with? I saw you in the orchard...”

      “You would scarcely believe me if I told you, Charlotte. But it was Mr. Darcy!”

      “Mr. Darcy? I would not expect him to walk so far from Rosings Park so early in the morning. Indeed, I am shocked to see you up as the sun is rising. Did you not sleep well? I can speak to Mr. Collins about the comfort of the bed if that is keeping you from your rest...”

      “Oh no, Charlotte. Please, do not trouble yourself. The room and the bed are both very comfortable.”

      Charlotte seemed to visibly relax, and Elizabeth wondered, not for the first time, how much happiness her friend was truly in possession of.

      “I am glad of it. Mr. Collins is quite concerned with your comfort, and Lady Catherine will be asking after your comfort when next we see her, for you know that we will be summoned to Rosings Park at least twice more before your visit has ended...” Charlotte smiled ruefully as she said those words, and Elizabeth could not help but return it.

      Lady Catherine de Bourgh was everything Elizabeth had expected her to be, and Mr. Collins’ effusive descriptions and praise could not make Elizabeth see anything but the snobbish old woman wreathed in heavy, dark silk that had sat like a queen at the head Rosings Park’s grand mahogany table.

      “I confess that I am more worried about being subjected to the company of Miss Anne de Bourgh,” Elizabeth said quietly, bending to help Charlotte with her flower basket. Charlotte chuckled softly in reply.

      “You do know that Mr. Darcy is betrothed to Miss Anne...” Charlotte’s eyes widened as she realized that Elizabeth had not known. “I see. Mr. Collins tells me that they have been promised to each other since they were children.” Charlotte paused for a moment as she took in everything that had happened in Hertfordshire. “Did Mr. Darcy give some indication that he had some affection towards you, Lizzie?”

      Elizabeth shook her head, her cheeks reddening ever so slightly as the events of the dinner party flashed through her mind... or rather the instance in the library. “No. No, quite the opposite. You recall his attitude towards me, do you not, Charlotte?”

      “Yes, of course... but surely...”

      “No. He never gave me instance to believe that he favored me, and I never sought his affections. Not at all. In all honesty, I can tell you that I consider him to be a scoundrel of the worst order. I have told you of his behavior towards Mr. Wickham... and if that gentleman is to be believed, then Mr. Darcy’s affections are a thing that I would never pursue even if he were the richest gentleman in the whole of England.”

      “Well, considering he is promised to another, I believe that is the best possible course of action.”

      Ah, Charlotte, ever the practical thinker.

      “You speak as though I had expressed some interest in the gentleman... I tell you truthfully that I feel no regret in this revelation,” Elizabeth said a little too briskly. How Mr. Darcy had spoken to her under the apple trees and how he had behaved the night before at Rosings Park left her with no other emotion but a sense of betrayed resentment. First, there had been his unnecessary words at the Meryton assembly, his treatment of Mr. Wickham, and his refusal to allow Mr. Bingley to see Jane... it was unthinkable that she should harbor any emotion for him that did not begin and end with disdain.

      And yet...

      And yet, nothing, she thought furiously.

      “But, Lizzie, you must also consider that Mr. Darcy is a great friend of Mr. Bingley, and perhaps if you are able to cultivate his favor, it would be very well for Jane, indeed.”

      “Oh, Charlotte, you have not been listening to me! I say to you that Mr. Darcy has conspired in a most peculiar and venomous way to keep my dearest Jane and her Mr. Bingley apart... to what end I do not know, but I find that I am steadfast in my desire to discover the reason.”

      “I am very sure that the situation does not call for such dramatic proclamations,” Charlotte said crisply as she snipped another sprig of dark rosemary from the bush that crept along the garden wall.

      “Mr. Bingley has been away from Hertfordshire since before Christmas,” Elizabeth sighed, “and Miss Bingley’s latest letter to Jane was quite clear in stating that they would not return to Hertfordshire...”

      “Not at all?”

      “That was the meaning Jane took.”

      Although Jane had done her very best to appear unmoved by Miss Bingley’s letter, Elizabeth knew that her sister had been wounded very deeply by those words, and she was resolved to discover the truth of the matter, whatever the cost.
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      Elizabeth’s time at Hunsford passed divertingly enough, despite Mr. Collins’ hovering attentions and several invitations to Rosings Park. When she remarked upon the frequency of their visits over their morning tea, Mr. Collins set down his teacup and smiled widely, his cheeks flushing with pleasure as he spoke.

      “I am so pleased that you mentioned this, Cousin. My dear Charlotte, Lady Catherine tells me that she has developed a peculiar fondness for my dear cousin’s country ways.”

      Elizabeth nearly choked on her mouthful as she processed those words. “Oh, indeed?” she managed to murmur politely. It would be wildly improper to say the words that floated in the back of her mind, and Charlotte’s expression was full of warning. And so, for Charlotte’s sake, Elizabeth held her tongue. Mr. Collins was predictably oblivious to her struggle.

      “Why yes, indeed! Her Ladyship tells me that she finds your mannerisms and mode of dress to be very quaint and refreshing, and she has invited us again to dine at Rosings Park this very evening.”

      Elizabeth stifled a sigh and forced herself to smile instead. “I am very flattered that Lady Catherine finds my presence so diverting.”

      “As am I, Cousin Elizabeth,” Mr. Collins beamed at her as though he were very proud of her achievement, and Elizabeth’s smile faltered just a little.

      She was due to leave for London tomorrow after luncheon, and Elizabeth was more that eager to see no more of the smooth stones of Rosings Park’s great gates.

      As for Mr. Darcy, Elizabeth had seen the gentleman and his cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam, at least once a day while out walking with Charlotte, and then again at tea in Lady Catherine’s parlor, and even in Westerham where they had gone on an outing one day.

      “Are you very sure that Mr. Darcy feels so much ill will towards you?” Charlotte had asked curiously as Mr. Darcy and the Colonel had passed by them in the crowded streets. Mr. Darcy had stared straight ahead, pretending not to see them, but Colonel Fitzwilliam had favored them with a bright smile and a small bow.

      “I truly cannot say, Charlotte,” Elizabeth had replied, the hint of a blush touching her cheeks.

      “It would seem to me that Mr. Darcy is trying very hard to be near you without seeming to make an effort to be...”

      “It seems that I could not argue with you even if I wanted to, Charlotte, for Mr. Darcy does seem to be everywhere!”

      “Indeed, he does.”

      With another supper at Rosings Park looming, Elizabeth had begun to feel the strain of her visit, and Lady Catherine’s assessment of her, and Mr. Collins’ clumsy announcement of it had left Elizabeth uninterested in performing her “country manners” for her Ladyship.

      As supper drew near, Elizabeth took Charlotte aside and told her that she was feeling unwell, a headache had been plaguing her all day, and it was not much of a stretch of the truth.

      “I cannot stay behind to care for you, Lizzie. Lady Catherine will be disappointed at your absence, and I would not dare provoke her displeasure by leaving Mr. Collins to go alone... for you know he would not consider cancelling...”

      “No, no, of course not, Charlotte,” Elizabeth soothed her suddenly frantic friend. “It is nothing a little sleep and quiet will not cure. I fear that I am developing some nerves before my travel begins. It will pass quickly, I am sure of it.” Elizabeth smiled reassuringly and pressed her fingers to her temple. “I would not think to keep Mr. Collins from the condescension of his patron.”

      Charlotte smiled thinly and clasped Elizabeth’s hand. “You are too good a friend, Lizzie, and I shall miss you as my sister when you are gone from Hunsford.”

      “I shall miss you. Meryton is a dull place without you there to observe its many faults.” Charlotte could only laugh in reply. She kissed her friend’s cheek and left Elizabeth to her room as she went to prepare for supper at Rosings Park.

      Elizabeth closed the door quietly and busied herself with packing her valise and writing a letter to her aunt, Mrs. Gardiner. As she was sealing the letter, she could hear Mr. Collins calling for Charlotte to hurry to the carriage that Lady Catherine had sent for their comfort. Elizabeth smiled a little ruefully as she recalled that Charlotte had mentioned that they usually walked to Rosings Park because her Ladyship believed that fresh air was beneficial to the constitution. Clearly her favor for Elizabeth and her charming country ways had more benefits than expected.

      Elizabeth watched them go with a smile on her face, grateful to have avoided not only Lady Catherine’s snobbish scrutiny, but also the cold gaze of Mr. Darcy and the cheerful one of Colonel Fitzwilliam. Though she did not have any real objection to the Colonel, Lady Catherine had made it very plain that he was in search of a wife with some fortune. So, even though he was handsome enough and an engaging conversationalist, Elizabeth knew that his attentions were focused elsewhere. Although, from the favor he paid her in conversations at Rosings Park and the smiles directed her way in passing, Elizabeth was entirely confused.

      Why were these gentlemen so complicated in their actions and affections?

      Mr. Darcy’s cold looks and brusque manner
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