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      I arrived at Rosings Park in my father’s company on a mild morning, the sort that promises civility without warmth and seems particularly suited to extended visits and polite obligations. My father had been invited at the request of Mr. Darcy’s aunt—Lady Catherine de Bourgh—to advise on certain questions of estate management and proposed improvements to the surrounding lands, a subject upon which he delighted in being consulted and upon which I was content to be merely observant. It was understood that the business would require several days, and thus I was to remain as well, a circumstance that filled me with both anticipation and restraint.

      For though I was fond of society, and though Rosings Park was a handsome house conducted with order and taste, I could not pretend indifference to the fact that Mr. Darcy himself would be in residence. Our acquaintance was neither new nor entirely comfortable. We had met often enough to recognize one another’s habits and defects, and to do so with an attentiveness that was not always charitable. I told myself, as the carriage turned up the long gravel drive, that I felt nothing more than mild curiosity at the prospect of renewing his company. Whether I believed myself was another matter entirely.

      Rosings Park stood as it always did—imposing without ostentation, its lawns trimmed to exactness, its windows catching the pale light with restrained elegance. The servants received us promptly, and brought us to a drawing room where Lady Catherine de Bourgh greeted my father with a curt yet professional tone that was her way, simultaneously drawing him into conversation regarding drainage, tenant roads, and the advantages of certain rotational practices recently adopted on neighboring estates. I was left, as I often was, to make my own way among the company.

      Mr. Darcy was present, and our first exchange was perfectly civil. He bowed, I curtsied; he inquired after my family, and I replied with suitable propriety. Yet beneath this smooth surface lay the familiar awareness—his watchfulness, my readiness to be amused or irritated, sometimes both at once. If he found my presence agreeable, he did not say so. If I found his reserve provoking, I had long since learned to conceal it.

      It was not Mr. Darcy, however, who commanded the most attention that first morning.

      There were among the guests a gentleman unknown to me, introduced shortly after our arrival as Monsieur Pascal Duval. He was French, though he spoke English with an ease and precision that suggested long practice rather than mere study. His manners were impeccable, his appearance carefully modest, and his conversation—at least at first—entirely engaging. He possessed that rare talent of making each person believe himself particularly interesting, a talent the household responded to with immediate approval.

      I observed him from some distance as the morning progressed. He paid his compliments gracefully, laughed when laughter was expected, and listened with an air of earnest curiosity that made even the dullest remarks appear valuable. Lady Catherine de Bourgh was clearly pleased with him, and more than one of the younger ladies seemed inclined to regard him as a novelty of the most agreeable kind.

      “He is quite the favorite already,” I murmured to my father when he paused beside me, momentarily released from discourse on hedgerows.

      “So he is,” my father replied, adjusting his spectacles. “A man who listens well is always welcome. One hopes he thinks as carefully as he listens.”

      At the time, I thought nothing more of it.

      Monsieur Duval was soon presented to me, and he greeted me with a bow that was neither exaggerated nor careless. His eyes were dark and lively, and his expression conveyed interest without impertinence.

      “Miss Bennet,” he said, pronouncing my name with admirable accuracy, “it is a great pleasure. I am newly arrived and already indebted to this house for many kindnesses.”

      “The pleasure is mutual,” I replied, though I had no notion yet of how mutual it might truly be. “You must find England very different from France.”

      “In some respects,” he said smoothly. “In others, less so than one might expect. People everywhere desire comfort, security, and to know their place in the world.”

      It was a reasonable observation, and yet there was something in the way he spoke it that made me look at him more closely. He did not speak idly. Each word appeared chosen, measured, as though he were attentive not merely to the sound of conversation but to its effect.

      We spoke for several minutes of harmless topics—his travels, the countryside, the weather—before he turned, almost imperceptibly, to questions of geography.

      “You are well acquainted with this part of the country, I imagine,” he said. “The roads here seem particularly well kept. I remarked upon it during my journey.”

      “They are adequate,” I replied. “Some are better than others, depending upon the interest of the neighboring landowners.”

      “And the distances between estates—are they great?” he asked. “One can travel easily from one house to another, I suppose?”

      “Easily enough,” I said, smiling. “Provided one knows where one is going.”

      He returned my smile, his eyes did not leave my face.

      “I am trying to improve my understanding,” he continued. “Which estates lie closest to Rosings Park? And which are most frequently visited?”

      It was, perhaps, nothing more than polite curiosity, yet I felt a small tightening of unease. Such questions were not improper, but they were unusually specific for a gentleman newly arrived and unacquainted with local society.

      “I fear I am a poor guide to frequency,” I said lightly. “My family does not reside here, and I am but a visitor myself.”

      “Ah,” he said. “But a visitor who observes.”

      The remark was delivered with such gentle admiration that I might have dismissed it as flattery, had it not been accompanied by that same attentive gaze. I became suddenly conscious that he had been watching me not only during our conversation, but before it as well.

      As the morning wore on, I could not help noticing how often his eyes returned to me. Wherever I was seated, he seemed aware of it. Wherever I moved, his attention followed—not openly, not so as to invite remark, but with a persistence that made itself known only through repetition.

      Mr. Darcy joined us briefly at one point, and I observed, with some surprise, that Monsieur Duval’s manner shifted at once. He remained courteous, but there was a new alertness in him, as though he were measuring something unseen.

      “Have you been here long, Monsieur?” Mr. Darcy asked.

      “Only a short time,” Monsieur Duval replied. “But long enough to admire the efficiency with which English estates are conducted. There is much to be learned.”

      Mr. Darcy inclined his head, though his expression was unreadable. If he shared my unease, he gave no sign of it.

      By the time we retired from the morning’s engagements, I found myself both entertained and unsettled. Monsieur Duval was, without question, charming. He spoke with intelligence, moved easily among the company, and showed a particular attentiveness to my remarks that might, under other circumstances, have pleased me.

      And yet.

      There was something calculated in his interest, something that did not rest comfortably upon admiration alone. His questions lingered in my mind—roads, distances, estates—and so too did the steady return of his gaze, never quite impertinent, never entirely innocent.

      As I withdrew to my chamber that evening, I told myself I was indulging in fancy. A visitor’s curiosity was natural. Attention, even persistent attention, was not in itself alarming.

      Still, as I extinguished my candle, I could not dismiss the sensation that I had been studied rather than courted—and that whatever Monsieur Pascal Duval sought at Rosings Park, it was not merely pleasant company.
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      I had long since learned that suspicion, like courtesy, must be managed with discretion. To be openly wary was to invite offense; to be carelessly trusting was to invite far worse. Rosings Park, though a grand estate and well situated for company, was not immune to the inconveniences of strangers, especially in a season when Europe had made a sport of disguises, alliances, and sudden reversals. One might receive a gentleman at one’s table and discover, too late, that one had entertained a very different man than the one who had bowed at the door.

      Monsieur Pascal Duval had bowed extremely well.

      He had arrived as a guest of recommendation, introduced by Bingley with the eager warmth of a man pleased to bring novelty into his circle. The story, repeated with slight variations depending upon the listener, was that Monsieur Duval possessed a distant connection to my aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, through continental acquaintances—some tenuous thread of introduction that had been made respectable by the mere fact of her name. He claimed to have an interest in English agricultural practices and to desire introductions among the landed gentry, as if England were a cabinet of curiosities and he meant to examine its contents with appreciative care.

      It was a plausible tale. Plausible tales were often the most dangerous.

      I learned the particulars in fragments: Bingley had received a letter from a foreign correspondent of his father’s—someone who had once been of service in trade on the Continent, and who now wrote in terms both vague and emphatic. The correspondent spoke of Monsieur Duval’s character, his refinement, and the advantages of receiving him with civility. It was all admiration and no substance. There was no family tree offered, no name of a relation I could place, no detail that might be examined and confirmed.

      A vague foreign contact, not a direct relation. That alone would have been enough to make me cautious.

      Bingley, in the innocence of his temper, thought it proof of the man’s merit. “He has been recommended, Darcy,” he said with cheerful confidence. “And you know my father never entertained a stranger without some cause. Besides, he is exceedingly agreeable. My sisters are delighted with him.”

      “They would be,” I replied, with more dryness than perhaps was necessary.

      Bingley laughed. “You are determined to dislike him.”

      “I am determined to know who he is,” I said. “Those are not the same thing.”

      He looked at me then, still good-natured but momentarily serious. “He says he has been introduced through Lady Catherine’s circle.”

      “Lady Catherine’s circle is wide enough to include many persons she would not acknowledge if pressed,” I returned. “Her name is used freely. I do not like it used without care.”

      Bingley, as usual, wished to smooth over any roughness. He spoke of Monsieur Duval’s elegance, his taste, and his excellent English. He remarked upon the man’s interest in improvements, his admiration of English hedgerows
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