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“‘Depend upon it, sir, when a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully.’”

“Darcy,” said Fitzwilliam, piercing his introspection, “did you just compare marrying Cousin Anne with being condemned to the gallows?” Fitzwilliam paused and grinned and then added: “Samuel Johnson, is it not?”

“It is,” murmured Darcy, still standing at the window and gazing out on the street below.

Two days before, he had been at Rosings Park, enduring his Aunt Catherine’s ways and trying to fend off her continual efforts to induce him to marry Anne. Two days before, he had been unexpectedly enjoying his sojourn in Kent, all because of the presence of a visitor to the parsonage.

Darcy scowled down at the street outside his window. It was precisely because of his aunt that he was now in London, the season still ongoing in the city, not that Darcy could muster any interest in it. Not with his aunt’s latest machinations to force him to the altar still ringing in his mind. It was for that reason he was no longer enjoying Miss Elizabeth’s company.

Everything had been proceeding well, as far as Darcy had been concerned. Lady Catherine was, as always, difficult to endure, and there was not much to do at Rosings other than look through her books and ride the estate. Darcy had been contemplating his future, and more particularly, whether he could safely put aside his objections to Miss Elizabeth’s condition in life and offer for her. He had all but surrendered, if Darcy was honest, though at the time he had not confessed that he had lost the battle with his inner self to remain impervious to her charms.

All that changed Thursday evening, and not for the better. The day had been fine, and Fitzwilliam had noted upon returning to the house that he had met Miss Elizabeth while touring the park. His cousin’s words had surprised Darcy, though he had also been relieved he would not need to contend for her attention if he decided to proceed.

“She is a lovely woman, Cousin,” said Fitzwilliam after speaking of meeting her in the woods surrounding Rosings. “I know not if you plan to make her an offer but you could do far worse than Miss Elizabeth. And you should not allow Lady Catherine’s displeasure to prevent you.”

“Do you suppose I would?” Darcy had asked, not bothering to deny his interest; they had spoken of Miss Elizabeth enough that his cousin knew of Darcy’s fascination for her.

“No, I do not suppose it.” Fitzwilliam put his foot on the edge of the table in the library, an action that would bring Lady Catherine’s condemnation if she witnessed it. “But I do not know your mind yet, as you have not seen fit to share. All the admiration in the world will serve you nothing if you do not act.”

“That is the truth,” replied Darcy. “But what of Miss Bennet’s situation in life? My father married the daughter of an earl; should I not set my sights on a similar match?”

“Your father married your mother because he was besotted with her,” said Fitzwilliam with a snort. “And by all accounts, he equally affected your mother. Besides, have you not always droned on about how the history of your family contains many ladies who would not have been acceptable by society’s standards?”

“That is true,” replied Darcy. He paused and eyed his cousin. “Did she seem happy today?”

“As she usually is.” Fitzwilliam scratched at his chin for a moment, then shrugged. “After we had walked for some time, she claimed a headache, requiring me to escort her back to the parsonage. I would have, regardless, but she truly appeared in some distress.”

Darcy’s heart clenched painfully in his breast. Was he so far gone in love that he could not bear the thought of her experiencing any pain? Any attempt to wrap her in cotton to protect her would bring out Miss Elizabeth’s fiery temper, he was certain, even if such a thing were possible.

“Perhaps I should visit the parsonage to inquire after her,” mused Darcy.

“Are the parson and his family not to come to Rosings tonight?”

“And we will all be under Lady Catherine’s watchful eye. That is not a comfortable place to make love to a woman.”

Fitzwilliam snorted. “Perhaps it is not. Then you should arrange to meet her on one of the paths of the estate. That would afford you more privacy.”

“In saying as much, you presuppose I have not already done so.”

What tease Fitzwilliam might have offered remained unspoken, for, at that moment, the door opened, and in strode a whirlwind in silks and lace. As was her custom, Lady Catherine’s dress might have been appropriate for a ball in Almack’s, or a dinner with a duchess. Thus she always was, for she had no head for economy and an aristocrat’s notion of keeping the distinction of rank.

“Darcy,” greeted she, her manner as offensive as it usually was. “I have looked everywhere for you.”

“Oh?” asked Darcy, only mildly interested. He had noticed that Fitzwilliam removed his foot from the table as soon as the door opened, a fact which was far more diverting than anything Lady Catherine might have said.

“Yes, for I have something which I would say to you.”

Inwardly, Darcy sighed, for he was certain he knew what this presaged. But he had no time to reply, for Lady Catherine continued at once.

“As you know, I have hoped this would be the year you would stop dithering and come to the point with Anne. I tire of waiting, so I will ask you one more time—when do you mean to ask for her hand?”

“I do not mean to ask for her hand, Aunt,” replied Darcy quietly.

Perhaps it was for the best, after all. While he had avoided the subject and done all he could to provoke Lady Catherine to drop her insistence, he had rarely spoken openly for fear of inciting an argument. If he was to pursue Miss Elizabeth, surely it would be better to disabuse his aunt now, allow her anger to cool for a time, then present her new niece when she had regained her equilibrium. Any hope of acceptance was likely fantasy, but Darcy indulged in it, nevertheless.

“Nothing binds me to Anne,” said Darcy, these thoughts passing through his mind in an instant. “You speak of my mother’s wishes, but she mentioned nothing of an engagement to Anne, and my father openly disparaged the very notion. Please, Lady Catherine, drop the subject. I do not wish to marry Anne, and she does not wish to marry me.”

“Anne will do as she is told,” snapped Lady Catherine, the light of anger already burning in her eyes.

“But I will not,” replied Darcy, keeping his temper firmly in check. “All you will accomplish by pursuing this is a break in the family. Desist, I beg of you.”

Lady Catherine watched him through narrowed eyes. “It is unfortunate that you have proved recalcitrant, for it rouses me to actions I would prefer to avoid contemplating. I shall assume your obstinacy has nothing to do with the distraction which recently appeared in our midst, for your rebellion predates her coming by many years. And I have it on good authority that you remember yourself enough to refrain from pursuing unsuitable women.”

What the devil was his aunt saying? Surely, she could not suspect his interest in Miss Elizabeth, for he had been entirely careful to practice circumspection in her company, knowing what her reaction would be. No, the mere presence of a pretty young woman was enough to rouse her suspicions, and in this instance, she had already cast the notion aside without plying him with her brand of insistence.

“Whatever is prompting it, your defiance must stop.” His aunt’s voice was firm and immovable as Rosings itself. “You will marry Anne as you were intended.”

“I have already said I will not.”

“Perhaps you have. But you do not understand the hold I have over you. You will marry my daughter, or you will suffer the consequences.”

Darcy regarded her, wondering what the virago was saying. “I know of no such hold, Lady Catherine. I am my own man. Pemberley is mine and my fortune is free of encumbrance. If you possess such a means to compel me, I invite you to inform me of what it is.”

His aunt stood tall and proud, her bearing betraying no doubt, the confidence emanating out from her in waves. “What of your sister’s little adventure this past summer?”

For a moment, Darcy did not understand to what his aunt referred. Then a surge of anger exploded within him, and he took an involuntary step, putting himself directly in front of her. From his position on the sofa, Darcy could hear Fitzwilliam’s hissed inhalation and heard him jump to his feet, heard his menacing stride approaching.

“Of what are you speaking?” demanded Darcy.

“Do not obfuscate, insolent boy! Your reaction has all but confirmed my information as nothing but the truth.”

“And where did you receive this intelligence?” pressed Darcy. “What do you know?”

“My source and extent of my knowledge I shall keep to myself,” said Lady Catherine, her step to the side smooth, as if she were merely walking while thinking, rather than taking herself from his intimidating presence. “But I know enough to apprehend that if this information was disseminated to the public, it would be ruinous.”

“You would hurt your niece to force Darcy?” queried Fitzwilliam, his voice as low and dangerous as Darcy knew his own to be. “What kind of woman would do such a thing?”

“Blame Darcy!” spat Lady Catherine, whirling on Fitzwilliam, one bony finger extended. “If he would do his duty and propose to my daughter, I would not need to resort to such threats.”

“You are bluffing,” declared Darcy. “You would never open Georgiana to such infamy for no other reason than your selfish concerns. And what would the earl say?”

“I care little for my brother,” said Lady Catherine. “This is between the Darcys and the de Bourghs—the Fitzwilliams are not involved.” Lady Catherine turned to Fitzwilliam and waved him away. “You may leave, Nephew, for your opinion is neither wanted nor is this a matter that concerns you.”

“Fustian nonsense!” snarled Fitzwilliam. “You propose to ruin my ward; that makes it my concern.”

Lady Catherine ground her teeth together but ignored Fitzwilliam in favor of Darcy. “Do you truly wish to test my resolve?”

“Do you truly propose to hurt my sister for no other reason than your own selfish desires?”

The lady’s gaze bored into Darcy, not a shred of give in her manner. “You will march into the sitting-room where my daughter awaits, and there you will propose to her. If you do not, you will not like the consequences.”

“In that case, Lady Catherine,” replied Darcy, clenching and unclenching his fists to avoid throttling her, “I shall not stay another minute in this house. You may consider all connection between the Darcys and the de Bourghs hereby severed.”

As Darcy stalked from the room, he called for his carriage and his valet, instructing Snell to gather his things and follow him to London in the second carriage. His aunt’s continual harangue, he ignored. He said he would not stay another instant in that house, and he meant it.

“You took a chance walking out on her as you did.”

Fitzwilliam’s voice pulled Darcy from his dark memories, prompting him to turn and regard his cousin. “I do not believe I did. Even Lady Catherine is not so selfish as to lack understanding about what her brother would say if she even breathed a hint of what she knows of last summer. I knew even then that Lady Catherine would settle on browbeating me through letters for a time. I am still uncertain she is not bluffing entirely.”

“There is one problem with your assertion, Darcy,” said Fitzwilliam. “You presume that Lady Catherine is sensible. Do not make the mistake of supposing she will hold back. Everything, our ties as family, her affection for Georgiana, even the need to keep our family from the tongues of the gossips—all these things pale in comparison with her lust to connect her line with Pemberley.” Fitzwilliam paused and shook his head. “My father has suggested more than once she wished to have your father for herself. She has always burned with jealousy of your mother for catching the prize she could not.”

“And now she means to have Pemberley through her daughter.”

“Exactly.”

Darcy gave his cousin a dark grin. “She should take care for what she wishes. If she succeeds in this mad design, I shall own Rosings. She would not appreciate her situation if I owned the estate she calls home.”

“She does not care and will not listen,” said Fitzwilliam, shaking his head. “Even if you threatened her with it, I doubt she would consider it seriously.”

“When does your father return?”

Fitzwilliam shook his head and leaned back in his chair. “I have sent him an express, as you know. But it will be a fortnight before he receives it. The problem at the Ireland estate was so severe that it even caused his absence while parliament is in session. I doubt he will come in time to control her.”

Darcy grimaced, for his conclusion had been the same. “Your father might have supported her anyway, considering what he said at the end of last season of my need to marry.”

“I doubt it,” replied Fitzwilliam. “My father wishes to see the succession at Pemberley confirmed, but not at the expense of marrying you to Anne. He understands her limitations and knows she is not what you need in a wife.”

“And would he accept a woman of little prominence and dowry?”

Fitzwilliam regarded him, betraying no hint of his feelings. “You speak of Miss Elizabeth.”

“Perhaps,” replied Darcy. “Do you think your father would accept her?”

“You know him as well as I do.” Fitzwilliam shrugged and continued: “I suspect he will not exactly be pleased, but I doubt he would do anything other than welcome her into the family, for he will not wish for any gossip to stain us. Now, please explain what you are thinking, Darcy, for I am having trouble following you.”

“Just this: if I am already married, Lady Catherine will have no hold over me, for I cannot marry two women.”

“And you suppose she will not publish Georgiana’s misstep in retaliation for defying her?”

“I cannot predict what she will do,” replied Darcy. “But I cannot marry Anne, and this is a plan that is as likely to work as any other we have discussed.”

“I do not know, Darcy.”

As a matter of fact, Darcy did not know himself. But Anne was sickly and small, and Darcy did not know if she possessed the ability to serve as Pemberley’s mistress, to say nothing about whether the strength required to bear him an heir was in her grasp. If he could not marry Anne, the next best option was to remove the possibility altogether, thereby removing Lady Catherine’s leverage. She may still be vindictive enough to proceed regardless of what he did, but Darcy thought there was a better chance of persuading her to desist, though he knew this was likely the end of all congress between the Darcy and de Bourgh branches of the family. Darcy thought he could endure a permanent estrangement with great cheer.

“‘Integrity without knowledge is weak and useless, and knowledge without integrity is dangerous and dreadful,’” murmured Darcy without thinking.

Fitzwilliam eyed him. “Johnson again?”

“It is,” confirmed Darcy. “You must own that it fits this situation, and Lady Catherine, in particular, very well.”

“It does,” agreed Fitzwilliam. He paused for a moment, considering, and then said: “How do you suppose Lady Catherine learned of Ramsgate?”

“There were only a few who knew of it,” said Darcy, counting off the names as he spoke. “You and I, Georgiana herself, your parents, and a few servants, all of whom I trust implicitly. And two others: George Wickham and Sarah Younge.”

Fitzwilliam understood the implications at once, as evidenced by his scowl. “Mrs. Younge was rather intimidated by it all, as I recall.”

“She was,” replied Darcy. “I would not expect her to even know that approaching Aunt Catherine might be profitable, though it may be better to tie up that loose end and nullify her ability to spread rumors. Wickham, however, is another matter. He would do anything to gain a copper.”

“And he knows Lady Catherine and knows she would jump at the chance to gain leverage that might force you to the altar. I suppose I must begin a search for our friend. Whatever you say, I mean to ensure he is never in a position to hurt our family again.”

“Ah, but you do not know what I know,” replied Darcy, feeling a dark smugness well up within him. “Not only do I know where to find Wickham, but I would not stop you even if you meant to beat him to death with the flat of your cavalry saber. Even if my conjecture is untrue, he has caused enough harm to my family to deserve double the retribution I mean to bring upon his head.”

Fitzwilliam gave him an evil grin. “Do tell, Darcy. I have a great desire to see our old friend again.”

They discussed the matter, Fitzwilliam expressing surprise that Darcy had known of Wickham’s whereabouts since the previous autumn. At length, when they had decided on the details of George Wickham’s apprehension and fate, Fitzwilliam sat back and considered Darcy.

“Do you suppose Miss Elizabeth’s sojourn to Kent put the notion of Lady Catherine into Wickham’s head?”

Darcy shrugged. “It is possible, though I cannot be certain.”

Fitzwilliam nodded. “Then we return to the other subject we discussed. Do you truly mean to thumb your nose at Lady Catherine and offer for Miss Elizabeth?”

“I do,” said Darcy. “She is an excellent and capable woman and would do well as my wife.” A part of Darcy whispered in his ear that he was also besotted with her, but Darcy ignored the voice. There would be enough time to make his feelings clear after they were married. At present, time was of the essence.

“I am not certain that is at all wise. There were several times in her company that I did not think she particularly liked you.”

“Pardon me, Fitzwilliam, but I have no notion of what you are saying. She does not like me?”

“It is her combativity when in your company,” said Fitzwilliam. “What of her expectation that you had said nothing good of her? What of her comments at the pianoforte at Rosings? I have often had the impression that her repartee to you was harder, not in keeping with her usual playful manner of speaking with others.”

“I have seen nothing of it,” said Darcy with a frown.

Fitzwilliam shook his head, indicating his capitulation. “Perhaps I am reading too much into her behavior. You are better acquainted with her than I, after all. How do you mean to do it? You cannot return to Rosings.”

“She is to return home soon,” said Darcy. “Next week, if I am not mistaken. The estate Bingley leased is quite near her father’s home. I believe I can prevail upon Bingley to return thither, though I hesitate to return him to that place. Then I will be near enough to pay court to her at my leisure.” Darcy paused and gave his cousin a rueful grin. “Or at least as much leisure as Aunt Catherine will allow.”

The nod with which Fitzwilliam responded soon gave way to shock and a sickly expression. “Bingley? Was he the one you recently saved from a most imprudent marriage?”

“I would not say that, exactly.” Darcy felt his lips contort. “I assisted his sisters to point out the drawbacks to an alliance with a young lady of the neighborhood, but I would not take all the credit. Returning to Netherfield will put Bingley in the lady’s proximity again, but I suppose it cannot be helped.”

“This lady,” said Fitzwilliam, his manner earnest. “Is she known to Miss Elizabeth?”

Uncertain and feeling dread well up within him, Darcy nodded. “It is Miss Elizabeth’s sister.”

Fitzwilliam groaned and rested his head in his hand. “I am sorry, Darcy, for I did not know. That must be why Miss Elizabeth became ill; she must have feigned it. Now that I think about it, her response was a little off. At the time, however, I was not looking for it and did not realize.”

“What the devil are you saying?” demanded Darcy.

“When I met Miss Elizabeth in the park,” replied Fitzwilliam, his countenance ashen. “The subject of you and Bingley arose, though I do not recall how, and I made some mention of how you had lately saved a friend from an imprudent marriage.”

Darcy felt an icy fist clench his heart. “I declare, Fitzwilliam,” said he, though lacking heat, “sometimes you gossip worse than an old woman!” The lack of anger was an acknowledgment to himself that the situation was his fault and no other.

“I had no idea it would be anything other than an amusing anecdote.” When Darcy glared at him, Fitzwilliam chuckled and held out his hand. “I know—I should not have been so eager to share it.”

With a nod, Darcy passed a weary hand over his face. “Then my suit is not so certain as I had thought.”

“If you considered it certain, I must question your judgment.” Darcy looked to his cousin, who was not hesitant to explain. “If there is any woman who would think nothing of your fortune or situation in life, I declare that woman is Miss Elizabeth Bennet. I have never met someone so little likely to be impressed by such things.”

The comment struck Darcy as apropos.

“Besides, have you not always complained of ladies who see you for nothing more than your pocketbook? Had you not cocked it up, I might have thought Miss Elizabeth was the perfect woman for you. Not that it matters now, I suppose.”

“The situation might still be salvageable,” said Darcy, a hint of an idea coming to him.

Fitzwilliam regarded him with interest, but Darcy’s concentration was now all inward. His cousin’s comment about Miss Elizabeth’s integrity had jarred something else loose, something he had not considered.

“What do you mean?” asked Fitzwilliam, after a few moments.

“Just what you said about how my position would not impress her,” replied Darcy. “You are completely correct, of course—Miss Elizabeth is not a fortune hunter.” Darcy grimaced and regarded his cousin, saying: “Her mother, on the other hand, is the most blatant fortune hunter I have ever met.”

“Do you suppose her mother can influence her?”

“No, I do not suppose it. In fact, I had the distinct impression that Mr. Collins fixed his attention on her at Bingley’s ball. It surprised me to learn that Miss Elizabeth was visiting Kent as a guest of her friend, Mrs. Collins.”

“That is a hideous thought,” said Fitzwilliam, giving a theatrical shudder. “To think of a woman such as Miss Elizabeth Bennet married to a toad like Collins is beyond consideration.”

“I agree with you,” said Darcy, reflecting on how relieved he had been to learn Mrs. Collins and Miss Elizabeth were not one and the same. “While I cannot guess what diverted his attention, it strikes me that she would not marry for material gain—William Collins, or me if it came to that.”

“Then where does that leave you?”

“Perhaps in a better position than I had thought. I must give her other reasons to consider me as a prospective husband.”

“There is still the matter of her elder sister and Bingley.”

“That is perhaps the easiest to deal with,” replied Darcy. “After all, I will need Bingley’s assistance when I return to Hertfordshire. As Bingley and Miss Bennet are both in London, it would be a simple matter to inform Bingley of her presence.”

Darcy paused to consider it and then grimaced. “Or perhaps it will not be so simple, for Bingley is likely to be angry at my interference.”

“How did it come about?”

“Miss Bingley was wild to prevent a union between them, for she does not consider Miss Bennet high enough for her brother.”

Fitzwilliam snorted his disdain. “No doubt she considers herself akin to a duchess.”

“I shall not say you are incorrect. For my part, I had watched Miss Bennet at Bingley’s ball and other locations, and I could not see any hint of peculiar regard on her part. But it seems I must revise my opinion—Miss Elizabeth is unhappy about my actions there, and I doubt she would be so offended if her sister had not been injured. Now I must wonder if I was mistaken.”

For a long moment, his cousin regarded him. “A lady such as Miss Elizabeth would leave a man in no doubt of her regard if she espoused such feelings.”

“That is where you are incorrect,” said Darcy. “Miss Bennet is reticent, perhaps as much as I am myself.”

“Then your path seems clear. If you reunite them, that will remove a large part of her resentment against you. With that put to rest, perhaps you can persuade her.”

Later, after his cousin had gone, Darcy considered the situation and tried to think of it without the light of prejudice shining in his eyes. While the notion of putting Bingley in Miss Bennet’s sights again had concerned him, this new information about the potential mistake he had made in warning his friend from her would right a wrong he had not even known he had committed. Yes, Bingley might be angry with him, but it was a small price to pay, and he knew his friend was not the resentful sort.

And it would not do him any harm in Miss Elizabeth’s eyes. Quite the contrary, in fact.
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“Is something wrong, Lizzy?”

Elizabeth Bennet looked up from the letter that had so shocked her, meeting the concerned eyes of her close friend. Mr. Collins, she noted, was also watching her, as was Maria. Was that a look of eagerness in the parson’s eyes, the hope that her letter contained bad news about her father, leading to his inheritance? Elizabeth shook off such thoughts, for she could not imagine even such a silly man as William Collins rejoicing in the misfortune of her family, even if it would be to his benefit.

“No, Charlotte, nothing is amiss,” replied Elizabeth, looking back down at her letter. “It is only that Jane’s letter has astonished me exceedingly.”

Charlotte’s expression demanded an explanation, and Elizabeth did not hesitate to give it, regardless of how she could scarce comprehend it. “Jane writes that she has seen Mr. Bingley in London.”

“Has she?” said Charlotte, her interest plain. “That is surprising for did you not say it was unlikely she would see him again?”

“Given Miss Bingley’s behavior when Jane last saw her, I cannot account for it.” Elizabeth paused and skimmed Jane’s letter, which was shorter than was her sister’s wont and written in a perturbation of spirit. “Jane makes no mention of how it came about—she only says that Mr. Bingley visited her at Uncle’s house on Gracechurch Street. She does not even say much of his behavior, though if I read between the lines, I suspect his eagerness has not diminished in the intervening months.”

“That is truly fortunate for your excellent sister,” said Mr. Collins, nodding in Elizabeth’s direction. “My Charlotte has informed me of how much Miss Bennet has suffered. Perhaps this will work to the benefit of your family, for I cannot help but suppose an alliance to Mr. Bingley—and through him, a connection to Mr. Darcy—would improve your position.”

Elizabeth eyed the parson, suspecting he was concerned for their futures and the possibility he might be called upon to support them. A look from Charlotte caught Elizabeth’s eye, and a slight shake of her head told her it would be best to refrain from trading words with him. As such, she offered a banal reply, which appeared to satisfy him, and turned her attention back to her breakfast. He did not spare her of his need to pontificate, but Elizabeth ignored him, much the same as she had every other occasion she had been in his company since coming to Kent. Mr. Collins did not notice her incivility.

That did not mean there was no further conversation on the subject. Charlotte, Elizabeth knew, esteemed Jane as much as she did herself, and she would wish to know more. Thus, when Mr. Collins went to his study, Charlotte drew Elizabeth to her parlor for further discussion.

“This matter of Jane and Mr. Bingley is surprising, Lizzy,” said Charlotte when they were situated therein. “How do you suppose it came about?”

“I cannot say, for Jane says nothing of the particulars.” With a rueful look at her friend, Elizabeth said: “Perhaps Mr. Darcy became ashamed with his actions in separating them and left early to inform Mr. Bingley of his mistake.”

Charlotte shook her head with fondness. “I know that you hardly suppose Mr. Darcy was the means of reuniting them. Besides, while the gentlemen left unexpectedly on Thursday, they were here longer than they usually stay. I have heard they delayed their departure at least twice.”

“Perhaps they find Lady Catherine’s company curiously agreeable,” replied Elizabeth impishly. “But you are correct—Mr. Darcy cannot have told Mr. Bingley of Jane’s presence. I can only assume Mr. Bingley discovered it through his sister, though I suppose a chance meeting is not beyond possibility.”

“Now I must think you are mad, Elizabeth. Do you suppose that Miss Bingley would inform her brother whereas Mr. Darcy doing the same is impossible?”

Elizabeth laughed and shook her head. “No, but a chance comment exposing the matter, or some other means of his learning of it seems the likeliest.”

“Then I suppose there is nothing to do but wait to receive Jane’s account of it.”

“And for that, I must wait another five days, for I do not suppose Jane will write again before I depart.”

Elizabeth felt an eagerness to return to London well up within her, but she would not show as much to her friend. Thus, for her remaining days, she made every attempt to present a contented front, and despite her eagerness to learn what was happening between Jane and Mr. Bingley, she found solace in Charlotte’s company, knowing their separation, when it came again, might be of some duration.

They continued in this manner the final few days of her stay there, much as they had before Mr. Darcy’s arrival. The one major difference was the lack of any notice from Rosings, for since Mr. Darcy had departed, Lady Catherine had not invited them to her home, and other than Sunday at church, where she had returned to her home as soon as the service ended, they saw nothing of the lady or her daughter. The speculation of why she had canceled their engagement the night Mr. Darcy had departed remained a subject between them, but they could not say the reason for it, as Lady Catherine remained silent.

Mr. Collins was not, of course, sanguine about his lack of society with his patroness, as he made known several times a day. Her ladyship, he reported, had seemed out of spirits since her nephews’ departure, and Lady Catherine’s servants had met his entreaties to see her with a firm declaration that she did not wish to be disturbed. The longer this went on, the more despondent the parson became.

This all changed the day before Elizabeth was to depart from Kent. That morning, Elizabeth had spent her time preparing her effects for the morrow, and in this Charlotte, who appeared unwilling to be parted from her any longer than she must, joined her. They also included Maria in this, though the girl appeared to view the return journey to Hertfordshire as a lark, completely missing the point of how she would be separated from her sister. She was not callous, Elizabeth knew—she was young and enthusiastic about everything and was not yet accustomed to seeing anything other than her foremost interest.

After they had completed these tasks, the three ladies ensconced themselves in the parlor for one last afternoon in each other’s company. While they were in this attitude, the murmur of voices began beyond the door, the masculine tones of Mr. Collins along with a female voice of such volume that the ladies knew at once who it was.

“. . . honored by your visit to our humble abode, Lady Catherine,” came the voice of Mr. Collins as the door opened, the parson escorting her ladyship into the room amid bows low enough for an empress. “Charlotte and I are, as always, gratified by your attention and eager to hear whatever words of wisdom you see it to impart, for it is always excellent advice that one cannot help but follow to the letter!”

As she stepped into the room, Lady Catherine regarded the three ladies there, who had risen at her coming. What her scrutiny might portend Elizabeth could not say, but she had the distinct impression that
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