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      The field was grey and wet and entirely silent, which was how it always was at this hour, in this particular business.

      Darcy had been here before. Not this field — a different one, outside Richmond, four years ago, a matter that had been settled without shots fired and which he did not think about often. But this quality of morning he knew: the flat pre-dawn light that made everything look provisional, the specific cold that came from standing still when every instinct said move, the sound of his own breathing loud in his ears because everything else had gone quiet. The second and the surgeon and the man loading the pistols at the folding table — all of it conducted in near-silence, as though the occasion had its own rules about noise.

      Wickham was forty feet away across the wet grass. He looked, Darcy thought, like a man who had made a decision in anger and was now reckoning with it in the cold. That made two of them. The difference was that Darcy had made his decision in something closer to clarity — not anger, not in the moment at White's when Wickham had said what he said loudly enough for half the room to hear, but later, in the carriage home, when the options had reduced themselves to two and the second was not one he was prepared to take.

      You could not let a man say what Wickham had said about Georgiana and walk away from it. That was the plain fact of it. The law said you could; society said otherwise; Darcy's own conscience, which he consulted more often than his reputation suggested, said there was no version of himself that left White's and did nothing, and so here he was at five in the morning in a wet field in November, and here Wickham was, and here were the pistols.

      Fitzwilliam appeared at his shoulder. He had the expression he wore when he had exhausted the resources of his considerable diplomatic ability and was making peace with the outcome. "He won't stand down," he said quietly. "I've tried twice. Denny tried once. He's fixed on it."

      "I know."

      "Darcy." Fitzwilliam's voice dropped further. "You understand that if the magistrate gets wind of this⁠—"

      "I understand."

      "I'm simply noting that Lord Bellamy has been looking for a reason to⁠—"

      "Richard." He said it quietly, with the finality he used when a conversation was finished. "I understand the position. I have understood it since yesterday. Let's get on with it."

      Fitzwilliam looked at him for a long moment with the expression that meant he had more to say and had decided this was not the moment to say it. Then he nodded once and stepped back.

      The pistols were good ones. He had brought his own pair — Spanish-made, well-balanced, the gift of a Spanish grandee whose daughter's honour he had once defended in circumstances not entirely unlike these, which said something about the pattern of his life that he was going to think about later. He checked the load with the attention he brought to things that mattered. The powder was dry. The flint was sound. He handed it to the second and waited.

      Wickham, across the field, was going through the same ritual. He was pale. Darcy had seen Wickham charming and Wickham desperate and Wickham cornered, but he had not seen him like this — stripped of performance, just a man in a wet field who had gone too far and could not find the door back. Darcy felt, briefly and unhelpfully, something close to pity. Wickham had wasted every advantage he had ever been given and had arrived here because wasted men eventually ran out of other people's patience. None of that was Darcy's fault and none of it changed what had to happen.

      The signal was given.

      Seven paces was the agreed distance. He counted them with the deliberate calm of someone who had decided in advance how this was going to go: the shoulder. Clean, clear, enough. Not the heart, because whatever Wickham was, whatever he had done, he was not worth a murder charge and Darcy was not a murderer. The shoulder, and then it would be over.

      He turned at seven. Raised the pistol. Found the line.

      He was a good shot. He had always been a good shot — it was one of the things his father had taught him that he had actually retained, unlike several of the lessons about patience and humility. The distance was nothing. The morning was still. He took a breath, released half of it, and fired.

      Wickham's left shoulder. He saw the impact before he heard the report — the spinning stumble, the arm thrown back, the beginning of the fall. Good. Done. He lowered the pistol and turned for the second to take it and was already thinking about the carriage and London and the particular cup of coffee he was going to drink when this was⁠—

      The second shot came as Wickham was going down.

      He had not expected it. A man going down did not fire — that was simply not how it was done, that was the agreement, the understood form of the thing, you did not fire while falling, it was not — but Wickham, it turned out, had not read the same agreement, or had read it and set it aside along with every other agreement he had ever made, and the ball found Darcy's right side with a sensation that was less like pain and more like being struck by something very fast and very final.

      He did not fall. This surprised him somewhat. He stood for a moment in the wet grey field with his hand pressed to his side and looked at Wickham on the ground and thought, with the odd precision of a mind that has just received a shock and is running on clarity while it lasts: so that is what that feels like.

      Then Fitzwilliam was there, and the surgeon, and there was a great deal of rapid, quiet activity of the sort that happened around a man who was not supposed to be standing.

      "How bad," he said. Not a question, exactly.

      "Sit down," the surgeon said.

      "How bad."

      "Sit down first and then I'll tell you."

      He sat down on the wet grass because his legs had decided the question independently of his intentions. The surgeon's hands were cold and efficient and produced a verdict in approximately ninety seconds: the ball had not found anything essential, the wound was survivable with proper attention, the immediate risk was blood loss and the subsequent risk was infection, and what he needed in the next hour was neither of those two things — what he needed was to be somewhere that was not a field outside London where a magistrate with a grudge could find him.

      Fitzwilliam crouched beside him. His face, which was not generally readable, was readable now: worried, decided, already somewhere ahead of the present moment. "Can you walk to the carriage?"

      "Yes."

      "I'm going to help you anyway."

      "Fitzwilliam—"

      "Darcy." The same finality Darcy had used earlier, returned. "Bellamy has had men watching you for three months. If we are still in this field in twenty minutes, this becomes a very different morning. So you are going to let me help you to the carriage and you are going to be quiet about it."

      He let Fitzwilliam help him to the carriage.

      He was aware, once inside, of the motion and the cold and Fitzwilliam talking to someone outside the window in a low rapid voice that contained the words Kent and immediately and Lady Catherine. He was aware of his own hand still pressed to his side and the dark spreading through his coat in a way he was not going to look at directly. He was aware that Wickham was somewhere behind them, being attended to, alive — he had confirmed this before they moved him, because he needed to know — and that the morning was getting lighter in the way of mornings that were going to continue regardless.

      He was going to Kent. To Rosings. His aunt would not be pleased, and then she would be, because Lady Catherine de Bourgh had never in her life failed to rise to a situation and she was not going to start for a gunshot wound and a fugitive nephew.

      The thought that arrived next came with the odd clarity of a man who has lost enough blood to have lost also the usual filters: he had been doing everything wrong for a very long time. The duel was not the point. The duel was the latest expression of a longer problem, the problem being a man who had spent ten years since his father's death doing precisely as he liked and finding, with increasing frequency, that what he liked was not the same thing as what he wanted. He had been moving fast. He had been moving fast because if he stopped he would have to look at what he had been moving through and he was not certain he was going to like it.

      He was, in the current situation, stopped.

      Fitzwilliam got back into the carriage and told the driver to go and said, quietly: "We'll have you at Rosings by nightfall."

      Darcy said nothing. The carriage moved. The field and the grey morning and the man he had been for the past ten years receded behind them into the November dark, and ahead was Kent, and his aunt's managing competence, and whatever came after.

      He did not know yet what came after. He was going to find out.
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      Elizabeth Bennet had come to Kent to visit her dearest friend, to escape the particular atmosphere of Longbourn in March, and to eat food that had not been prepared under the supervision of a cook who took her instructions from Mrs. Bennet. She had not come to Kent to nurse a wounded libertine back to health in his aunt's east wing. Life, in her experience, rarely consulted her on these matters.

      She had been at Hunsford parsonage for twelve days when the carriage arrived at Rosings at an irregular hour. She knew it had arrived because Mr. Collins, who monitored Rosings with the devotion of a man whose entire sense of self depended on his proximity to greatness, appeared at the dinner table with the combined expression of a man bearing important news and a man who was not entirely sure the news was appropriate for the dinner table. Charlotte looked at him. He cleared his throat. He said that he had it on the authority of the Rosings under-footman, whom he had encountered quite by chance near the kitchen garden gate, that Mr. Darcy had arrived by carriage that afternoon in a condition that could only be described as — he paused, searched for the correct word — incapacitated.

      Charlotte said: incapacitated how?

      Mr. Collins said, with the air of a man delivering a sermon he had not prepared: there had been a duel.

      The dinner table was quiet for a moment. Then Charlotte said: good Lord. Then Mr. Collins said that he had naturally not inquired further, as it would not have been his place, but that he understood from what the under-footman had implied — by which he meant stated directly, Elizabeth suspected, since under-footmen tended not to imply — that Mr. Darcy had been shot. He said this last word in a voice that suggested it was almost too dramatic for the dining room of a Hunsford parsonage, which was, in Elizabeth's view, entirely correct.

      She had heard about Mr. Darcy before this. Mr. Collins had been comprehensive on the subject — comprehensive in the manner of a man who received all his information about the Darcy family through Lady Catherine and considered it his duty to pass it along in full. The reputation was: proud, disagreeable, excessively selective in his social attentions, and possessed of a parallel reputation in the less discussed corners of London society that Mr. Collins had relayed in a lowered voice that suggested he found it simultaneously scandalous and impressive. Gambling. Affairs. At least one previous matter of honour, though that one had not proceeded to shots. Elizabeth had listened to all of this with the attention she gave to information that might prove relevant and had formed a picture of a man she would find thoroughly tiresome.

      None of which, she reflected on the walk to Rosings twelve days later, was incompatible with being shot in a duel. If anything, it was rather consistent.

      The summons had come that morning, delivered by a Rosings footman with the formality of a state communiqué. Lady Catherine de Bourgh requested — the word requested doing the work of commanded, as it always did in Lady Catherine's correspondence — that Miss Bennet attend at Rosings at her earliest convenience. There was no explanation attached. There never was. Lady Catherine considered explanations an indulgence for people with less authority than she possessed.

      This was the part that required explanation, Elizabeth knew — not to herself, but in the general sense that anyone watching might wonder why Lady Catherine had sent for the houseguest of her parson when her own extensive household presumably contained people capable of attending to a wounded nephew. The answer was Charlotte, and the fortnight preceding the summons, and the particular way that Lady Catherine had come to regard Elizabeth during that fortnight.

      It had begun, as most things at Rosings seemed to, with Lady Catherine's opinions.

      Elizabeth had been brought to dine at Rosings three times in her first week at Hunsford, which was three more times than Charlotte had warned her to expect and which Charlotte had explained, with the slight caution of someone who had been living adjacent to greatness for six months and had learned its rhythms, as a mark of Lady Catherine's approval. Not that Lady Catherine approved of Elizabeth, Charlotte had said quickly — she approves of nobody, as such — but she finds you useful to disagree with, which is the nearest thing to approval she offers anyone who isn't Mr. Collins.

      Elizabeth had, at those dinners, done the thing she always did, which was to say what she thought. She had disagreed with Lady Catherine on the subject of accomplished women, politely but without capitulation. She had offered a different opinion on the management of a kitchen garden that Lady Catherine had listened to with visible surprise and then, more visibly, considered. She had answered Lady Catherine's probing questions about her education, her family, her accomplishments, and her opinions with the frankness of a woman who saw no particular benefit in performing deference to someone who was too intelligent to be fooled by it. Lady Catherine had received all of this with the expression of a person who was accustomed to agreement and was finding its absence more interesting than the alternative.

      On the third dinner, Lady Catherine had said: you are very direct, Miss Bennet. Elizabeth had said: I find it saves time, Lady Catherine. There had been a pause. Then Lady Catherine had said: yes, I suppose it does, and had moved the conversation elsewhere, but something had shifted in the quality of her attention to Elizabeth for the remainder of the evening, and the following day a note had arrived at the parsonage inviting Elizabeth to walk in the Rosings gardens at her convenience.

      Charlotte had said, reading the note over Elizabeth's shoulder: she likes you. Elizabeth had said: she likes that I don't flatter her. Charlotte had said: in this household that is the same thing.

      So it was not
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