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Chapter I
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Kent was, in many ways, as beautiful as its proponents claimed. It truly was the garden of England, as the environs of Rosings Park could attest. The estate was a mixture of beautiful fields, awaiting the planting soon to begin; strands of trees, dancing lively in the breeze, also on the verge of attaining their summer greenery. Interspersed with all this bounty, lay hidden streams and ponds, lovely, concealed glades carpeted with wildflowers, and even a small waterfall or two.

Everyone loved what they knew best—this was a truism Elizabeth had always regarded as inviolable, and if she still preferred her home and its rolling hills, she did not think anyone could blame her for it. That Kent was fine was a fact she could not and did not wish to dispute, but there was something about her father’s estate that called to her, whispered its secrets like a beloved friend.

Thinking back to her arrival a few weeks before, Elizabeth could not help but remember Mr. Collins’s words concerning his home. That he had spoken to provoke her regret for refusing his suit was of no consequence. Elizabeth had been unmoved when he had crowed about his fine situation, yet she could readily agree he had not overstated the appeal of his home. She had not learned to repine her refusal, even if her dear friend Charlotte would become Longbourn’s mistress. It was a position that had carried far too much of a price for Elizabeth, a woman who wished to marry for love. Perhaps espousing this wish in the face of her family’s possible poverty should her father perish early may have been foolish, but Elizabeth, who knew herself well, understood the suffering she would endure if she relaxed her principles.

Mr. Collins, unfortunately, was a silly man, a man impressed by sudden and unexpected prosperity, one who had come in search of a wife the previous autumn. Elizabeth’s mother, a woman long fearing for her future in the face of the entail on her father’s estate, had pushed the match. It was fortunate for Elizabeth that her father had agreed with her rather than with his wife, for Elizabeth did not know what she might have done if he had required her to marry his foolish heir. Happily, Elizabeth had not needed to discover the limits of her determination, and Mr. Collins had diverted his attention to Charlotte, Elizabeth’s closest friend, in a manner satisfactory to them all except the aforementioned Mrs. Bennet.

The problem, Elizabeth could acknowledge to herself if no other, was the dearth of eligible gentlemen in the neighborhood of her home willing to pursue a young woman of little dowry or connections, regardless of how pretty she was; her sister, Jane, had discovered that, much to her sorrow. They had not made the acquaintance of a true gentleman of consequence since Elizabeth could remember, and she did not count the rather callow young man who had written Jane poetry when she had been in London at the age of fifteen.

Elizabeth sighed as she walked the paths of Rosings Park, gazing wistfully about at the beauty surrounding her. Now twenty years of age—Jane was two and twenty—Elizabeth could feel the hand of inevitability as it reached out for her, its questing fingers brushing her shoulders, seeking purchase. Something must change soon, or they would face difficult choices. Elizabeth little wished to leave her home and enter service, but she also knew there were few options open to young ladies of her station if they did not marry or possess an independent fortune. It would still be half a decade or more before she would approach that dreaded state of being on the shelf, but it was approaching, nonetheless.

Regardless of her thoughts that morning, it was not in Elizabeth’s nature to bemoan circumstances or wish for something she could not have. Soon the woods of Rosings worked their magic on her, and she pushed her mordant thoughts to the back of her mind. But they stayed there, waiting for her next bout of introspection, as they had often of late. Eventually, she must confront the reality of her situation. But that day had not yet arrived.

When Elizabeth returned, the family was just sitting down for breakfast. Mr. Collins voiced his usual comments, exclaiming his surprise at Elizabeth’s propensity to walk so early, while Charlotte deflected her husband’s verbosity, inviting her to sit and partake with them. Maria, Charlotte’s sister, remained quiet, focusing on her meal; Elizabeth knew this would not last long, for she was a chatty, pleasant sort of girl. For the moment, she did not add to the noise, which was welcome.

For a time, they sat in this attitude, concentrating on the eggs, toast, and other assorted breakfast foods they usually consumed. In all the time Elizabeth had been in Kent, that breakfast had been served often enough that she knew Mr. Collins favored such foods. His ample midsection added its testament to Elizabeth’s supposition. Regardless of the man’s persistent love of his own voice, Elizabeth welcomed this glimpse into her friend’s new life and appreciated Charlotte’s invitation. She must return to her home in a few weeks, but she felt blessed that she had this precious time to store up memories for when they must separate.

It was Mr. Collins’s custom to go to Rosings every day to receive the dubious wisdom of the estate’s occupant, Lady Catherine de Bourgh. The Lady was exactly as Elizabeth might have expected when the man first mentioned her during his visit to Longbourn. She was a tall woman, using her height and imperious manners as a bludgeon. Nothing was beyond her ladyship’s ability to meddle, no matter how insignificant. Elizabeth found the woman amusing, contented herself with enjoying the absurdities whenever she was in her company and did not think of her when she was not. Or at least she did not think of the lady when Mr. Collins was not speaking of her—as Lady Catherine was his favorite topic of conversation, Elizabeth thought of the lady far too much for her taste.

When Mr. Collins came hurrying back to the parsonage that day, however, he bore some interesting information with him. As Elizabeth might have expected, the parson’s news did not concern her ladyship so much, for, in Elizabeth’s mind, she was truly not an interesting woman. Rather, he brought word of a pair of guests who would soon appear at her ladyship’s estate.

“I have learned the most wondrous news, my dearest Charlotte,” said he when he entered the room, still out of breath from having hurried back from the estate.

Charlotte, who was aware of her husband’s foibles, looked on him, betraying none of the exasperation Elizabeth was certain she must feel. “Did Lady Catherine have some particularly useful advice to impart?”

While on other occasions Charlotte’s guess might have been a good one, it seemed there was more to Mr. Collins’s excitement than his usual absurdity.

“The lady has given us so much excellent advice you are correct to assume she has done so again,” exulted Mr. Collins. “Indeed, rarely a day goes by when she is not full of some marvelous bit of wisdom that will improve our lives. She was the same today, but I shall tell you about it later, for while we must put her words into action with alacrity, today was special. For her ladyship has told me that she expects visitors to her magnificent abode.”

“Does she?” asked Charlotte, her even tone not approaching the joyous rapture her husband deemed necessary on the occasion. “That is interesting, Mr. Collins, for I do not believe she has had guests stay at Rosings since I arrived.”

“No, that is true,” said Mr. Collins with a frown. “While she is the most generous lady of my acquaintance, she had not hosted guests since I came to Hunsford. But this is a longstanding engagement from what I understand. According to her ladyship, her nephews visit every Easter to assist with the estate. I will own I have no notion of what assistance they can be, for Lady Catherine is the most capable estate manager I have ever seen. But I suppose I must commend her nephews for their diligence, not that anyone related to her could do anything else.”

It would have done Elizabeth’s predilection toward humor well to have asked Mr. Collins how many estate owners he had seen in action. Knowing he would not only not comprehend the question or her mirth, and that Charlotte most certainly would understand both, she refrained.

“And did she inform you anything else about these nephews?” asked Charlotte, her interest aroused.

“Enough to inform me they are prominent men themselves. The elder of her nephews is Colonel Fitzwilliam, the younger son of the Earl of Matlock, while the other is Mr. Darcy, the son of her ladyship’s dear sister, and the proprietor of a grand estate in Derbyshire.”

Mr. Collins continued to expound upon his information, leaving Elizabeth to exchange a sly glance with Charlotte. Mr. Collins might expect these nephews to be the very image of deity, but Elizabeth was not so certain they would give the humble residents at the parsonage any notice. At the very least, she expected Mr. Collins’s self-congratulatory hope of greeting them like long sundered friends would end in disappointment.

“Do you know,” said Mr. Collins, his voice having lost none of its enthusiasm while Elizabeth was distracted, “we shall meet the next master of Rosings Park. Lady Catherine herself has informed me that Mr. Darcy is engaged to her daughter, Miss Anne de Bourgh.”

“Is that so?” asked Charlotte. “That is curious, for I have heard nothing of an engagement, and Miss de Bourgh has not acted like an engaged woman.”

“W-well . . . It is . . . Lady Catherine has said . . .” stammered Mr. Collins.

“Yes?” prompted Charlotte.

“I cannot speak to the specifics,” said Mr. Collins at length. “But Lady Catherine has informed me of it, so it must be true.”

Privately, Elizabeth wondered if this business was nothing more than a wish on Lady Catherine’s part. That was something she would not say to Mr. Collins, and as it did not concern her in the slightest, there was little reason to question it. Anne de Bourgh was a sickly young woman, one who could rarely be prevailed upon to string three words together. If this Mr. Darcy was engaged to her, Elizabeth could only wish him luck, for she could not imagine Miss de Bourgh would be a stimulating companion.

Later, when Mr. Collins finally exhausted his torrent of words and retreated to his study to compose his sermon, Elizabeth had occasion to speak of the matter with Charlotte. Long having been friends, Elizabeth was aware of what her friend would say before she opened her mouth, her friend possessing a similar insight into Elizabeth’s character. Thus, their banter flowed freely as they speculated how the gentlemen might present themselves to those who lived in circumstances that could not compare with their positions in life.

“They may prove pleasant,” said Elizabeth in response to a statement of Charlotte’s about their characters, “but there is one factor against the theory that we cannot ignore.”

“Oh?” asked Charlotte, her eyes sparkling with mirth. “And what would that be?”

“That they are Lady Catherine’s nephews,” replied Elizabeth, provoking her friend’s laughter. “Can you dispute it?”

“Not until I have made their acquaintance,” replied Charlotte. “I possess a little more hope that they will be amiable, but I cannot fault your reasoning.”

“Do not concern yourself, Charlotte,” said Elizabeth, “for I am capable of discretion and will not assert their arrogance sight unseen. But you will forgive me if I have little hope that they are amiable. If they are at all like Lady Catherine, their company cannot be agreeable.”

“Perhaps you are approaching this incorrectly, Lizzy. It seems to me this is an opportunity that does not appear every day.”

“Charlotte,” warned Elizabeth, but her friend would not be deterred.

“Listen to me, Lizzy,” said Charlotte, shaking with mirth. “One of these gentlemen may answer all your mother’s hopes and dreams. If you can only make one of them fall in love with you, your position as your mother’s favorite daughter would be restored!”

“In saying as much you suppose I have ever been her favorite!” said Elizabeth with a gay laugh. “As that position belongs to Lydia and I have no interest in it, I believe I shall be content with what I have.”

“Ah, Lizzy,” said Charlotte, with a shake of her head. “It is wonderful to be in your company again, for I never laugh so much as when I am with you.”

“Aye, it is good to be reunited,” replied Elizabeth. “As for your assertion, I cannot imagine these men will show even a hint of interest in the likes of Miss Elizabeth Bennet of the small estate of Longbourn in Hertfordshire. I am twenty and no man has yet given me a hint of interest.”

“You are too fine a woman to remain unmarried forever.” Charlotte’s voice was brimming with affection. “There is a man for you, Lizzy. You need only find him.”

“To please you, Charlotte,” replied Elizabeth, “I shall not relinquish my hope.”

“Then you cannot fail.”

With a grin, Elizabeth thanked her friend and excused herself to return to her room. Charlotte might have visions of gentlemen falling at her feet to worship her, but they were in large part because Charlotte wished for Elizabeth’s future security. And Elizabeth was the romantic!

Chuckling at the apparent reversal of roles, Elizabeth lay down on her bed with a book in hand. It was not long before she fell asleep, dreaming of handsome gentlemen who challenged dragons all for her. It was a pleasant way to pass an afternoon.

––––––––
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WAS HE ASLEEP? DARCY felt like pinching himself to make certain, for his aunt’s droning voice produced enough lethargy in him to fell a stallion. Thus it always was, unless Lady Catherine was speaking of his future marriage to Anne—then her voice would rise to a screech, containing enough melodrama for Covent Gardens.

Well, perhaps he should not think so, for Lady Catherine did not speak in a monotone. But she blathered on for so long, in love with the sound of her own voice, disinclined to allow anyone to share their opinions, that it was impossible to retain one’s focus on her conversation, such as it was. The matter of his supposed engagement with Anne had been, of course, the first words out of her mouth, and for perhaps the first half hour she had devoted herself to the subject. But since then, she had branched out to other matters, most of which little interested her nephews, leading to Darcy’s state of utter tedium.

At length, when they had endured her longer than anyone should endure anything, Darcy and his cousin extricated themselves. There were a few places in the house they could be certain of remaining free from her company—she was not above searching them out if she felt she had not bored them enough. The billiards room was Fitzwilliam’s choice, and as one was the same as another to Darcy, he followed in his cousin’s wake with an absence of thought.

“Well, Darcy?” asked Fitzwilliam with a smirk, not long after breaking. Even the welcome clack of the balls was not enough to drag Darcy from his stupor. “I am surprised you have yet said nothing of our aunt.”

“Is there anything to say?” asked Darcy as he watched his cousin sink a tricky shot. “By my recollection, Lady Catherine is the same as she was last year, and the year before, and—”

“I think I understand, Darcy,” replied Fitzwilliam with a chuckle as he lined up his next shot. “However, I would say you are wrong, for I believe she is more desperate this year than she was last.”

Darcy grunted. “Perhaps you are correct. But I will note that I was lost in the wilderness of my futile desire to be anywhere else long before I saw any change in her.”

Fitzwilliam’s lusty guffaw at Darcy’s jest accompanied the sound of the cue ball striking another, and of that ball rolling into a pocket at the other end of the table. As Fitzwilliam moved around the table to take his next shot, he regarded Darcy.

“What about this news of visitors to the parsonage?”

“I believe I was too far gone, cousin. Old Mayweather has visitors?”

With a snort, Fitzwilliam jabbed his stick forward, impacting the ball and sending it careening into another. But this time, the ball rattled around the pocket and did not fall. With a grimace of annoyance, Fitzwilliam ceded his place at the table to Darcy, who rose to take his shot.

“It seems you truly were not attending,” replied Fitzwilliam, “and you have not read our aunt’s letters recently. Mayweather passed away from apoplexy not long after we left Rosings last year.”

The matter recalled to Darcy’s memory, he nodded and took his shot, sinking the shot in the middle pocket. “Now that you mention it, I do remember. Did your father not say the new parson was not precisely an impressive specimen?”

“Would you have expected he would be?” asked Fitzwilliam, laughter in his tone. “Competence is not a quality Lady Catherine prizes in her underlings. Absolute devotion, an inability to think for oneself, and a healthy fear of her retribution for even thinking of disobeying her are all she requires. This one, according to my father, is far more ridiculous than any he has ever met.”

“And the visitors?” prompted Darcy as he took his next shot.

“Well, they are not all visitors,” replied Fitzwilliam. He watched as Darcy moved around the table, attempting to decide between two shots of equal difficulty. “The man is recently married, it seems, and the lady’s sister and her close friend are currently visiting the parsonage.”

Darcy grimaced as he set himself and brought the cue forward, impacting the cue ball sharply, where it hit the other ball, sped toward the pocket, and hit its back before falling inside. Nodding with satisfaction, he moved around the table to his next shot.

“Did she say anything more about them?”

“You know Lady Catherine,” replied Fitzwilliam. “It is difficult to pick the treasure from the dross in her words. She did, however, suggest that this friend of the parson’s wife is a pretty, genteel sort of girl, though she mentioned something of an unfortunate tendency to speak her mind with excessive confidence.”

A snort escaped Darcy’s lips. He took his next shot and then shifted sideways for the final challenge that would win the game. “In Lady Catherine’s mind, if a young woman even gives the appearance of disagreeing, she must be the most impertinent girl in England.”

“I will not say you are incorrect,” said Fitzwilliam, eyeing the table as Darcy sunk his shot. Then he stood and racked the balls again, gesturing to Darcy as the winner of the previous game to break.

“I took enough encouragement in Lady Catherine’s comments to hope there will be some relief on this visit. While the sister is yet young, the parson foolish, and the wife married, I hope the young lady will match Lady Catherine’s description of her.”

“We cannot always be at the parsonage.”

“No, but any reprieve will be more than welcome. One can only extend the tour of the park so much before it too becomes monotonous. A young lady who can carry a conversation and not bore me to tears would be a very boon from on high.”

Darcy grunted. “Except that when she learns of our positions, she will become a bloodhound with our scent in her nose.”

Fitzwilliam shook his head. “Come, Darcy, let us not convict her of so heinous a crime as fortune hunting before we have even made her acquaintance.”

“I have seen it so many times that I can predict the sequence of events in advance,” grumbled Darcy.

“Then let us hope this time will be a surprise,” replied Fitzwilliam.

Darcy nodded and turned his attention back to the table. They played for some time in silence, Fitzwilliam winning the next two games, while Darcy won the fourth. At length, even the billiards room became a place of boredom, unable to hold their attention, and they left for the study, another room Lady Catherine did not use. She claimed her own office more than sufficed for her needs, and Darcy could only be grateful for her disinterest in the room, for it gave them another retreat. When they were ensconced therein, Fitzwilliam poured them each a finger’s width of the brandy stocked there, and they sat in the matching chairs before the hearth.

“So, shall we make our way to the parsonage at once and see for ourselves what manner of beauties inhabit it?”

For a long moment, Darcy regarded his cousin. “You are eager to go, it seems.”

“I cannot understand why you would not be. Hope drives me forward, Darcy, for otherwise, our stay here will be as interminable as it has been every other year.”

“Yes, I suppose you must be correct. It is better than languishing in this house for the next two weeks.” Darcy paused, toying with his glass. “But it may not be wise to brave Lady Catherine’s displeasure so quickly.”

Fitzwilliam grimaced, for he understood Darcy’s reference at once. “Ah, yes. I had almost forgotten Lady Catherine’s penchant for insisting on preserving the differences in rank.”

“You had forgotten nothing.” Darcy grinned at his cousin. “You were only desperate to make the acquaintance of a pretty young woman so you could charm her.”

“I suppose I was,” replied Fitzwilliam. “How many days do you suppose would suffice before we may safely sally forth to the parsonage to meet this wondrous creature?”

Stifling a snort, Darcy shook his head. “Two or three days should be sufficient to inform Lady Catherine that our interest is not great, that we visit only as a courtesy.”

“Thereby sparing ourselves a lecture,” agreed his cousin.

“More importantly,” replied Darcy, “she will suspect nothing untoward. You know how she gets if she thinks we are paying attention to anyone she deems unworthy.”

“She is just as protective of my virtue as she is yours,” said Fitzwilliam. “I hope Miss Baker has recovered from the set down Aunt Catherine gave her last year.”

“I told you that you should not visit so much,” replied Darcy, considering his aunt’s dressing down of her neighbor’s sister. “For myself, it is no trouble to avoid Stauneton Hall, as I do not get on with Baker at all.”

“That much is certain,” replied Fitzwilliam with a laugh. “Then I shall wait for our visit with bated breath, for I know the days will be tedious until we can find relief.”

With those words, Fitzwilliam drained his glass and excused himself to return to his room. Darcy was of a mind to follow him, for a nap would be welcome at that moment. Feeling lethargic, however, he could not summon the will to rise and leave the room. Such was the effect of his position at Rosings Park at the beginning of another frustrating visit. If only the days would pass swiftly, so he could leave! But he knew they would plod along far too slowly for his taste.

But endure them, he must. There was no other choice.
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Contrary to Mr. Collins’s expectations, Lady Catherine’s nephews did not appear at the parsonage, eager to be introduced to its inhabitants. For two days after they saw nothing of the gentlemen. Mr. Collins, so often was he at Rosings Park, brought intelligence of Lady Catherine’s nephews the very morning after their arrival. Given his propensity to praise Lady Catherine to the skies, his information was suspect, but Elizabeth would not say that to him lest she provoke an incident.

“What gentlemanly men they are!” exclaimed the parson that day when he returned to the parsonage. “They are both so proper and everything obliging. I dare say the resemblance to Lady Catherine, in both form and character, is so marked that no one could mistake them for anything other than her closest relations!”

Elizabeth hazarded a glance at her dearest friend, but she noted Charlotte was not looking in her direction. The cynical part of her assumed it was because she did not wish to risk laughing in response to Elizabeth’s concealed humor, but she could not say as much to her friend.

The parson did not cease his praise for a full thirty minutes after returning, such that Elizabeth was curious in spite of herself. He did not relay any information that might be of interest to a young lady; he did not comment on their height, handsome countenances, or their broad shoulders. But enough came through that Elizabeth wondered if there was not at least a grain of truth in his claims. At the very least, perhaps their coming would inject a hint of liveliness in their party, for in recent days some of their doings had become monotonous.

Regardless of Mr. Collins’s paroxysms on the subject, the ladies were not to know the gentlemen for another two days after he made their acquaintance. As they could not go to Rosings without an invitation, they could only wait for the gentlemen to appear. Maria, it seemed, waited with barely concealed impatience, for her young and romantic disposition caught her up in dreams of handsome young men sweeping her off her feet. Elizabeth was more pragmatic than her young friend, contenting herself to wait until they deigned to show themselves.

In the meantime, she attended to her concerns, which consisted of helping her friend in the parsonage, indulging in her favorite pastimes, and walking the grounds of Rosings. Her walks consumed the early hours of most mornings, and even some afternoons, when Charlotte felt the desire to walk out herself. In her explorations, she came across several previously unknown locations and watched the verdure of the coming summer’s foliage burst forth from its winter slumber. While she was thus engaged, she came closer to one of Lady Catherine’s nephews than her two companions.

It was a lovely spring morning the third day after the gentlemen had arrived. That morning, Elizabeth had decided to take a small path branching away from the wide track she usually favored, and in doing so, she found a delightful break in the trees that allowed a field of bluebells to grow. Elizabeth sat herself down by the side of the meadow—though calling it a meadow was a stretch, for it was no more than fifty paces across—enjoying the buzzing of insects, the heavenly scent of the foliage, and the rising sun on her face.

After a time of this, she continued along the path until she intersected with another wider track wending its way through the woods. That was where she saw him, a tall rider astride a dappled stallion. The path had been hers alone for several moments after she emerged from it, but then he had appeared from another side path, turning away from her and trotting toward the house in the distance.

Elizabeth watched him go, knowing this must be one of the two gentlemen, though, of course, she could not know which he was. The distance had been too far to make out much more than his slender, erect bearing and a dark swath of hair surrounding the top hat perched on his head. Within moments, his progression took him from Elizabeth’s sight, leaving her again alone in the woods.

There was little enough to do, so Elizabeth turned and strode back toward the parsonage, and within moments, all thought of the near encounter left her mind.

––––––––
[image: ]


WHILE THE NEAR MEETING with the gentleman made little impression on Elizabeth that morning, the reverse was not true. It seemed to Elizabeth he had not seen her, but the truth was that he had noted her presence sometime earlier.

Mornings were the one time at Rosings when Darcy could be reasonably assured he would not need to endure Lady Catherine and her ways. The lady was not precisely a late riser, but at the same time, she was not awake with the sun as Darcy usually was. That was why he often took the opportunity to ride out in the mornings—well, that and the need to brace himself for the rest of the day in her company. The reason for Darcy being out on the estate that morning was no more and no less than this.

The sight of a bright yellow dress moving through the paths of the estate had caught Darcy’s attention first, though he had still been some distance away from her. Familiar with the estate as he was, Darcy had seen her duck down a side path, and knowing where it led, he had made his way down another toward the track that led back to the house. Why he did it, Darcy was not certain, for he had no desire to greet another that morning. Perhaps it was nothing more than curiosity.

For a time, as he waited for her to appear, he thought perhaps she had turned back, for he waited for perhaps fifteen minutes, a little back in the trees where she would not see him at once. It gratified him when she appeared again, and a moment’s reflection revealed that she had likely stopped at the small field of wildflowers for a time. This spoke to her love of nature, a trait Darcy could well understand.

The distance had been too great to see much of her other than the basics. She was petite and seemed to possess a wealth of dark curls under her bonnet. Whether she was pretty was a matter of some conjecture yet, though he suspected from the other virtues she displayed that she was at least not ill-favored.

After observing her for a moment or two when she came out onto the path, Darcy urged his mount forward, knowing it would not do to be caught watching her. Her reaction to his appearance he did not know, for he did not look back. But she had piqued his curiosity. It was the third day after their arrival—surely even Lady Catherine would not abuse them for greeting the denizens of the parsonage after such a length of time had passed.

When he knew he was out of her sight, Darcy kicked his horse into a swift canter, eager to regain the confines of the house. When he arrived, he gave his mount into the care of a stable hand and entered the house, climbing the stairs to his room two at a time, and hurrying his man through his change of clothes. Then he made his way down to the breakfast room, where he knew he would find his cousin.

Lady Catherine had not yet made an appearance, for Fitzwilliam sat alone at the breakfast table, his full plate a testament that he had only just started himself.

“Darcy,” said Fitzwilliam in greeting.

Darcy nodded, taking a plate from the sideboard and filling it with his breakfast. He joined his cousin at the table and lost no time in making his suggestion, knowing that Lady Catherine might join them at any moment.

“What say you to a visit to the parsonage this morning?”

“If you think enough time has passed that the old bat will not protest our going.”

“It has been three days,” replied Darcy. “Surely she cannot accuse us of unseemly haste or untoward interest now.”

Fitzwilliam gave him a grin. “Most would not, but this is Aunt Catherine of whom we are speaking.”

“I saw one of the ladies on my ride this morning.”

“Oh?” asked Fitzwilliam, looking at him with interest. “Do not keep me in suspense, Darcy. What sort of woman is she?”

“The usual sort, I would assume,” replied Darcy. “It was only from a distance, for I did not think it proper to approach without an introduction.”

“But you must have something to say about her.”

Darcy shrugged. “She is slender and appears to love nature very much. Other than that, I believe we must wait until we make her acquaintance before we may make any other conclusions.”

“Then let us be gone as soon as the hour permits,” said Fitzwilliam. “This visit is already so steeped in tedium that I have trouble understanding if it is all a dream.”

Chuckling at his cousin’s typical jesting nature, Darcy turned back to his breakfast, and none too soon, for Lady Catherine entered the room. She swept in like a queen, nodding in gracious welcome as she fixed her breakfast and joined them at the table. For a time, she regaled them with her ubiquitous comments that did not require a response, fortunate as Darcy had little to say.

When breakfast ended and she asked them about their plans for the day, Darcy could have predicted her frown in response to Fitzwilliam’s declaration of a visit to the parsonage in advance. For a long moment, she regarded them, as if attempting to discern some ulterior motive for their stated design.

“There is little of interest at the parsonage,” said she. “Just my parson, his wife, her sister, and her friend.”

“Perhaps there is not,” replied Fitzwilliam with studied nonchalance. “But we have already delayed three days. If we do not present ourselves soon, they might consider us rude.”

There was no better way to gain Lady Catherine’s support than to suggest they were not meeting their societal obligations. Lady Catherine was attentive to all such things.

“Of course, you must go,” said she, as if she had not questioned them on the necessity of their visit only moments before. “Only take care and remember your stations. These people are not your equals in any sense of the word.”

Fitzwilliam regarded her, and Darcy could see his restrained mirth. “We do not go to make love to them, Lady Catherine. Or are you aware of some nefarious purpose we, as mere men, cannot see? Are the three ladies fortune hunters, perhaps?”

“Of course not,” said the lady, her tone brisk. “Do you suppose I would allow them to stay if they were? But you especially, Fitzwilliam, often forget yourself in your zeal to be agreeable to all. Mr. Collins is just a parson, and while the ladies are gentlefolk, they are of little consequence in the world.”

“I can assure you that we will take care,” said Darcy. “Little stain can come upon us from one brief visit.”

Lady Catherine nodded regally and swept from the room, leaving two bemused nephews behind. Fitzwilliam arched an eyebrow at Darcy, who shook his head at their aunt’s ways. As it was still early, they amused themselves with their pursuits until visiting hours had arrived. Then, when they felt it late enough that they could safely present themselves at the parsonage, they left Rosings for the brief walk thither.

As the housekeeper led them into the parlor and they saw the inhabitants rise to greet them, no portent of importance, no tremor of destiny passed through Darcy. The ladies appeared respectable, pretty, and engaging, and if the parson was not their equal, Darcy had already taken the measure of the man. Yet, in future years, he would look back on that morning as the most important of his life. But it would be many months before he recognized how critical to his future it was.
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“MR. DARCY! COLONEL Fitzwilliam! Welcome to my humble abode.”

The depth of his obeisance matched the excited tone of Mr. Collins’s greeting, setting Elizabeth’s highly honed sense of the absurd afire with amusement. This was what she had spared herself when she had rejected his proposal; never had the rightness of her decision hit her with such power, as the nattering parson lavished praise and servility on the visitors in equal parts, each statement sillier than the last. What good fortune was hers that she was spared the embarrassment of being the wife of the ridiculous man!

A glance at Charlotte informed her that her dear friend watched the proceedings, no hint of mortification evident, though Elizabeth knew it must be present. It affirmed her observation that Charlotte, ever practical, wisely did not hear her husband’s more effusive comments, a necessary skill when dealing with Mr. Collins. Charlotte had chosen her situation with her eyes wide open, and she did not appear unhappy, so Elizabeth pushed the matter to the side and focused on the two visiting gentlemen.

The first man, she noted, was tall and broad-shouldered, his head covered with wavy brown hair. He was not, she noted, the most handsome man she had ever seen, but a gleam of good humor in his eyes and the smile that graced his lips enhanced his visage. Instinctively, Elizabeth knew he was a cheerful man, a man with whom conversation would never be dull.

By contrast, his cousin endured Mr. Collins’s greetings behind a countenance, not quite a frown, but not a smile either. He was perhaps an inch or two shorter than his companion, his frame more slender, but still strong and upright, his hair straighter and a shade darker. What struck Elizabeth about the gentleman was the gleam of intelligence that shone from his very person, how his eyes appeared to catch everything in the room at a glance, taking it in for later contemplation. Elizabeth was certain that little escaped this man’s attention.

“Thank you, Mr. Collins,” said the taller man, interrupting the parson when it appeared he would go on forever, “for your enthusiastic welcome. Perhaps we could ask for your indulgence and request an introduction to your family?”

“Why, of course!” exclaimed the parson. “How silly of me to have forgotten that you are not yet acquainted with them. Charlotte, Elizabeth, Maria, if you will step closer, I shall attend to it directly.”

Elizabeth caught the exact moment when the taller man’s eyes caught those of his companion, and she understood the understated hint of a smile that appeared on his face. Both men already comprehended the manner of man Mr. Collins was, and the first, at least, was amused by it. What the latter thought Elizabeth could not say, for he was inscrutable.

“If you will allow me,” said Mr. Collins, as if the gentleman had not just requested the introduction, “this is my wife, Charlotte Collins, her sister, Miss Maria Lucas, and her dear friend, Miss Elizabeth Bennet. They are all from Hertfordshire, where Miss Elizabeth also has the distinction of being my cousin’s daughter.”

As the ladies curtseyed, Mr. Collins turned an extravagant gesture on the gentlemen and said: “Ladies, I present to you Colonel Fitzwilliam and Mr. Darcy, Lady Catherine’s nephews and visitors to Rosings Park.”

Mr. Collins indicated each in turn with a gesture, and Elizabeth was surprised that the taller, more open gentleman was the colonel, while the other was Mr. Darcy. She might have assumed that the son of an earl might be more reserved among new acquaintances for the simple fact of his position. Or at least until he took their measure and learned whether they would pursue him for his position in society.

“Miss Bennet, Miss Lucas, Mrs. Collins,” said the colonel, bowing to them. “It is a distinct pleasure to make your acquaintance, for you cannot know how much of a relief it is to find sensible company at the parsonage.”

Elizabeth thought this a curious statement, and even more when Mr. Darcy cleared his throat, though softly enough that it made her wonder if she heard it. Colonel Fitzwilliam, however, was of an irrepressible temperament, sitting with them and conversing as if he wished for nothing more. Within moments, lively conversation filled the parsonage, flowing far more easily than Elizabeth might have considered possible.

“What part of Hertfordshire do you call home?” asked the colonel after they had exchanged pleasantries for a few moments.

“Near a little town called Meryton,” replied Elizabeth.

She thought to continue, to inform him of its location, but Colonel Fitzwilliam spoke first, saying: “Ah, is that not south and west of Stevenage?”

“It is,” said Elizabeth. “I am surprised you know of it, sir, for it is of little consequence, except to those who live nearby.”

“Yes, I suppose it must be,” replied the colonel. “I have not visited, you understand, but being a colonel, I am somewhat familiar with the communities that ring London.”

“But you are not in the militia,” replied Elizabeth. “Or do you take an interest in the defense of the homeland?”

The colonel chuckled and shook his head. “No, I leave that to our excellent militia companies. But only a fool does not familiarize himself with terrain that may become the site of a battle.”

Elizabeth looked at him with feigned shock. “Do you suppose the tyrant will cross the channel and bring war to our doorstep?”

Colonel Fitzwilliam shook his head, amused by their conversation. “No, I do not suppose it, Miss Bennet, for the channel is a significant obstacle to his mad desire for power. But given the way his armies have swept all before them, we would be foolish if we did not at least consider the possibility.”

“Perhaps it would be best to avoid such topics,” said Mr. Collins, his look in Elizabeth’s direction slightly censorious. “Such conversation is not for gentle ladies, and you should ‘remember how tender a thing a woman’s reputation is, how hard to preserve and when lost, how impossible to recover . . .’”

“On the contrary,” said Mr. Darcy into the silence that met the parson’s outrageous statement, “it is the mark of an intelligent woman to understand the world in which she lives. I commend you, Miss Bennet, for speaking on such subjects, for it shows a curiosity about the world which cannot go amiss.”

While Elizabeth had been considering some stinging retort to the parson’s quote—she had listened to Mary enough to recognize Fordyce when she heard it—Mr. Darcy’s response took the air out of her sails. Mr. Collins appeared shocked Mr. Darcy would support her, but he only nodded his head, unwilling to contradict her ladyship’s nephew.

“Thank you, Mr. Darcy,” said Elizabeth. “In fact, I was simply asking Colonel Fitzwilliam’s opinion on the subject, since we strayed to it.”

“But you clearly understand it,” replied Colonel Fitzwilliam. “But I believe your cousin is correct—such weighty subjects are for those who are better acquainted. For now, I believe I would prefer to know you better. Can you tell me something about your home?”

With that, the conversation turned lighter, Elizabeth, with Charlotte and Maria’s help, speaking something of their home and a little of their families. The colonel responded with brief mentions of his army service, the Fitzwilliam family home in Derbyshire, and other such topics. The most surprising of all—or perhaps it was not so surprising, given what she had seen of the gentleman when he came in—was the degree of Mr. Darcy’s participation. Or rather, that he allowed Colonel Fitzwilliam to carry the conversation, only interjecting a few comments at odd moments.

Furthermore, the gentleman regarded them all with a frown, as if he disapproved of them and could not wait to be gone. Elizabeth was curious, for had he not invaded her friend’s home? Elizabeth could not understand what to make of him, for his words defending her had been welcome, yet his behavior suggested impatience. Then he made a comment that flared her annoyance into life.
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DARCY WAS NOT DISAPPROVING, nor was he impatient. Many times, others had informed him of the impression he sometimes gave, but it was a habit, ingrained by years of dealing with elements of society with whom he preferred not to associate and, more importantly, with one George Wickham.

Miss Elizabeth was the subject of Darcy’s thoughts, and they were not at all negative. It had been Miss Elizabeth that Darcy had seen on the paths of Rosings—of this he was certain. While Mrs. Collins possessed similar coloring, she was taller and thinner, and Miss Lucas’s hair was a much lighter shade. Lady Catherine, Darcy knew, would abuse Miss Elizabeth for traipsing all over her estate without a chaperone, but Kent was a civilized county. If Miss Elizabeth was an avid walker, it spoke to her being an active sort of person; given how many of his acquaintances were prone to sloth, he could not but approve.

This insight informed him that she would be someone worth knowing. Yet Darcy was not a voluble man, not one to whom idle chatter came easily. Thus, he allowed Fitzwilliam to carry the conversation, to charm the ladies as was his wont while Darcy considered Miss Elizabeth and wondered how he should approach her. The subject of her impression of Rosings seemed a safe topic, so when Fitzwilliam turned his attention to the mistress of the parsonage and her sister, Darcy opened his mouth to speak.

“Is this the first time you have visited Kent, Miss Elizabeth?”

When the woman’s eyes found him, their loveliness almost struck him dumb. While some ladies fluttered their lashes to draw a gentleman’s attention, Miss Elizabeth regarded him frankly, with no hint of a predatory gleam. But this did not detract from his admiration, for her lashes were long and lustrous and added to the beauty of her dark brown gaze.

“It is,” replied she.

“And how do you like it?” It was a banal question, even to Darcy’s ears, but he pressed forward, hoping the conversation would become easier.

“It is nothing less than lovely,” replied she. “Your aunt’s estate is quite beautiful, Mr. Darcy. Hertfordshire is a little different in that there are more rolling hills and a greater variety of woods. But Rosings is estimable.”

“It is,” replied Darcy, not knowing what else to say. “And do you often walk out?”

She regarded him with interest, and Darcy realized belatedly that he had just acknowledged that he had seen her walking that morning. “As often as inclement weather does not prevent me. Walking has long been a favorite pastime of mine, for I have walked my father’s estate since I was old enough to do so.”

“Without an escort?” blurted Darcy, forgetting how he had just told himself that an escort was not required.

“Do you fear an invasion, as your cousin has suggested?” asked she in clear amusement. When he did not respond at once she said: “There are no bandits in the area, or so your aunt claims, so I suspect I will be quite safe.”

“It is not a question of safety,” said Darcy.

Inwardly, he winced at how his comment had sounded. While he hoped she would put him off with a light comment designed to jest, he could see at once that she was more than a little offended at the implication in his words that she could not be trusted. As Colonel Fitzwilliam made some comment, she turned her attention back to him, leaving Darcy wishing he had said something else. 

The wish of clarifying his words stayed with Darcy for the rest of their visit, but the opportunity never presented itself, and if Darcy was honest, he was uncertain how to accomplish it. When the time of their visit elapsed, he stood with Fitzwilliam, watching as his cousin farewelled the ladies. Darcy attempted to mimic his leave-taking, but he did not possess the talent, and he knew not how they perceived it.

“Well,” said Fitzwilliam as they walked back toward Rosings, “there appear to be beauties aplenty at the parsonage. Perhaps this visit will not be as dull as usual.”

Darcy nodded in response, but he could not find the words to speak. For he was still considering the image of the lovely woman he had just insulted with his unthinking words. That he wished to apologize and induce her to think better of him was beyond question. How he would go about it would require some thought.
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As the gentlemen retreated from the room, Elizabeth considered them, wondering at the apparent dichotomy between them. Whereas Colonel Fitzwilliam had been everything friendly and obliging, his cousin had been quiet and disapproving. The colonel had spoken openly, with eager fervor, while Mr. Darcy, when he could be induced to open his mouth, spoke in innuendo. Elizabeth could not quite make the gentleman out, for he was as a gate barring a path, allowing a view of the road beyond, but revealing nothing of its secrets.

“Eliza? Are you well?”

Startled from her thoughts, Elizabeth’s gaze met her friend’s, and she noted that Mr. Collins and Maria had left the room while she had been inattentive. That was well enough, for if Charlotte desired an explanation of Elizabeth’s contemplations, it would 

be better if Mr. Collins were not present to hear it.

“I am quite well, Charlotte,” replied Elizabeth, favoring her friend with an affectionate grin. “I am merely pondering the two gentlemen we just met.”

“And what is your opinion? They are excellent gentlemen, are they not?”

“Now I must suspect your husband’s enthusiasm has infected you.”

Charlotte laughed as Elizabeth intended. “Mr. Collins does tend to praise to excess—I shall not deny it. But in this instance, I suspect he is correct.”

Elizabeth regarded her friend with interest. “Colonel Fitzwilliam was everything gentlemanly, yes. But did you not see some colossal arrogance in Mr. Darcy?”

“Arrogance?” asked Charlotte with a frown. “No, I do not think I saw that in him. He is reticent, but given your dearest sister is also discreet, I would not have thought you would criticize that characteristic in another.”

Not having thought of it in that way, Elizabeth conceded the point. “I do not suppose that reticence is a quality to be despised. At the same time, I thought Mr. Darcy looked at us all with intent to criticize, for I do not think the scowl left his face the whole time he was sitting with us. And then there was his comment to me.”

“Oh? Do you speak of something in particular?”

At the instant of communicating the matter to her friend, Elizabeth felt unaccountably hesitant. After all, was there not an alternate interpretation for the words Mr. Darcy had spoken to her? Yet, she had already alluded to it, so she could hardly refuse to elucidate. Having no choice, she informed Charlotte of what had passed between them, carefully keeping her account as dispassionate as she could, hoping Charlotte would help clarify her muddled thoughts.

“That is interesting, Elizabeth,” replied her friend when she had finished her account. “Might I assume you interpreted Mr. Darcy’s comment to infer he does not think we can trust you to walk alone?”

“I do not know what to think,” confessed Elizabeth. “That is one interpretation, yes. Given the gentleman’s general taciturn demeanor, it is what I might have expected of him. Since I saw him while walking this morning, and know by his words that he saw me, it seems likely he wishes to warn me away from unlimited access to his aunt’s estate.”

“We have spoken before of how Lady Catherine would lecture you if she knew how much and how far you walk.” Charlotte’s grin informed Elizabeth that she expected foolishness from the lady should she become aware. “You are permitted an unusual amount of freedom to wander as you please, Lizzy; most young ladies must accept the escort of a footman at the very least.”

“Perhaps in Mr. Darcy or Lady Catherine’s world,” replied Elizabeth. “But not in young ladies of my situation. I am not the only woman in Meryton who walks for pleasure.”

“Nor did I say you were. I only suggest you do not convict Mr. Darcy of arrogance. I doubt, for example, he would allow his sister to walk unescorted, no matter how safe the locale.”

“Perhaps you are correct,” replied Elizabeth with a slow nod.

“Then do you mean to hold it against the gentleman?” Charlotte turned a grin on Elizabeth. “The Lizzy Bennet I know is unwilling to allow slights and insults. If you feel yourself insulted, I have no doubt Mr. Darcy will learn to regret his temerity.”

Elizabeth laughed, drawing her friend along with her. “No, Charlotte. Mr. Darcy is safe from me. Even if he meant his words as an insult, what is it to me? There is little enough reason to take offense—to be honest, it is not worth my time.”

“I am happy to hear it.”

For the next two days, the ladies saw nothing of the gentlemen at the parsonage. Whether this was because they had their fill of the company they could find there, Lady Catherine’s objection to their interest in a group of unworthy individuals, or for some other reason, Elizabeth could not say. That did not mean that she saw nothing of the gentlemen, however. Or it did not mean she did not see one of them.

The very day after the gentlemen visited, she came upon Mr. Darcy in the woods of Rosings, and unlike the previous occasion, the gentleman was unmounted. He also did not feign ignorance of her presence either.

“Miss Bennet,” said he, doffing his hat upon catching sight of her. “I see your enthusiasm for my aunt’s estate remains undiminished.”

Though Elizabeth was looking for any hint of censure in the man’s face or inflection, she could see nothing of it.

“Mr. Darcy,” said she, “the woods are so beautiful that I cannot imagine ever growing tired of them.”

“How extensively have you explored?”

“Not far at all, I suspect,” replied Elizabeth. “The area near the parsonage I have already come to consider a dear friend, but as the estate is large, I suspect I have not yet explored the majority.”

The gentleman graced her with a slight smile. “No, I suspect you have not. I will say, however, that Rosings’ woods are concentrated on the northern part of the estate, while the south is mostly given over to farmland. There is little enough to see there.”

“Then the position of the parsonage is serendipitous, for I need not walk miles to see the beautiful parts.”

Mr. Darcy agreed and fell into step next to her, staying with her for some moments. It was, unfortunately, the easiest conversation that flowed between them, for the gentleman remained quiet the rest of their time together. When he found her again the following day, the same events ensued, but this time without the effortless conversation at the beginning.

When he met her again on the third day, Elizabeth wondered about him. It seemed he had little to say and often walked in silence, no syllable passing his lips for ten minutes at a time. And yet, meeting him three days in a row strained the concept of coincidence past any reasonable assumption. What sort of man was he?

On the third day, when at length he excused himself and walked away, Elizabeth watched him go. By now, all notion of the gentleman’s overwhelming pride or arrogance was gone, but she still could not say she found him estimable. In its place seemed to be a level of taciturnity that Elizabeth did not think she had ever seen in another. Still, he continued to put himself in her company.

At length, Elizabeth turned to walk back to the parsonage, the mystery of Mr. Darcy in the front of her mind. There was little reason to think of him to excess, so Elizabeth pushed thoughts of him away. But she could not help wondering what he was about.
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THERE WAS NO COINCIDENCE in Darcy’s meetings with Miss Bennet. Or perhaps there was none when one considered the good fortune of seeking a young woman but not knowing where she might be when one searched.

Darcy had not set out intending to search for her, and he set no watch, made no attempt to catch illicit glimpses of Miss Bennet. But the woman intrigued him, such that he could not control himself. Whereas he usually rode, given the choice, those three mornings Darcy had left Rosings on foot, the first with no conscious decision to find her. Yet he had found her all the same. The second and third mornings he had entered Rosings’ woods with more purpose and had the good fortune to come across her.

His reasons for wishing to be in her company Darcy could not quite fathom yet, for no shade of interest in her as a woman had crossed his mind. Indeed, when he walked with her, so fixed was Darcy’s attention on her magnetism, so rapid were his thoughts that he did not recognize how little he spoke. What this portended, Darcy could not say, for he had not worked the matter out in his mind.

At heart, Darcy had always been a careful, sober sort of man. He was not a slave to caution, yet he considered every angle, every positive and negative about a situation before deciding. However, when decided, he was swift to action, leaving no time for doubt or second guessing. This process was already at work in Darcy’s mind, yet it was subconscious, for he was not aware of it himself.

The meetings with Miss Bennet he kept from his family, for he had no wish to allow them any insight into his actions. Anne, he knew, would care little, for most of her thought she concentrated on her ill health and avoiding her mother’s dictates, whereas Fitzwilliam would tease him, though Darcy could not be certain how he would take the notion of Darcy’s interest in a young woman of Miss Bennet’s position in society. Lady Catherine was the true danger, for she would not tolerate any hint of fascination for any young woman other than Anne. No, it would not do to give her any indication that he had been in her company for four days in succession.

Thus, a critic might suggest what happened that evening was no less than a foolhardy gamble on Darcy’s part. The matter was innocuous enough, however, that he did not consider it, though some reflection might have informed him that Lady Catherine might see it as a sign of favor.

Dinner, as usual, was a dreary litany of Lady Catherine’s ubiquitous commentary on everything, for nothing was beneath her notice. The meal was adequate, Darcy supposed, though Lady Catherine favored foods far richer and opulent than Darcy liked himself. The event came about because Lady Catherine boasted of her meddling in the neighborhood.

“This is an excellent cut of beef; do you not think so, Darcy?”

Darcy, who had again indulged in his recollections of Miss Bennet, nevertheless was well enough acquainted with his aunt to be alert for any comment she made in his direction. Thus, he put aside his contemplations in favor of responding before her ladyship could become angry—Lady Catherine hated being ignored and despised inattention, though she rarely recognized it.

“It is adequate,” replied Darcy.

Lady Catherine preened as if he had praised her to the skies. “The bounty of Rosings is impressive. Someday all this will belong to you when the long-awaited union your mother and I planned comes to fruition.”

To comment on the supposed cradle engagement was to invite further outbursts on the subject, if not an open argument, so Darcy kept his own counsel. That did not stop his aunt, as she continued to regale them with accounts of her stewardship and the bounties of the estate she managed, as if Darcy did not know what was in the books or how much income the estate generated. Lady Catherine was, at best, an adequate manager, for while she knew what was to be done in a general sense, she was extremely resistant to change and tended to extravagance in certain purchases. Still, the estate was healthy and there were few issues, allowing her some measure of vindication for her boasts.

After some moments of these self-congratulatory statements, she said something that was of more interest to Darcy.

“I take great care in managing the estate and those under my purview, and Mr. Collins assists me. Do you know I advise him too? Just last week I spoke to Mrs. Collins and informed her of how much meat she should purchase, for as a new wife, she cannot know how much is required now that she has guests staying with her.”

While Darcy thought it silly that a woman would not know to double her purchases when the family party was doubled, Lady Catherine continued in her inimitable way.

“Mr. Collins has often dined at Rosings too, for I believe it right that a patron should have a great deal of interest in her parson’s doings.”

“I am interested to hear you say it,” said Darcy before considering his words. “We have been here for almost a week, and yet you have not invited Mr. Collins and his family to join us.”

Lady Catherine frowned. “With you here, his company and that of his family is unnecessary.”

Then she fell into silence considering the matter. Fitzwilliam gave Darcy an expressive look, but Darcy refrained from speaking. There was no need, for he knew what Lady Catherine would decide, and she would congratulate herself that it had been her idea all along.

“Yet, it is on my mind that perhaps we should invite my parson and his family to dinner again.” She paused, still in thought, and nodded. “Yes, I believe that would be proper.”

“Your attention to your duties as a hostess is no less than astounding, Aunt Catherine.”

Lady Catherine preened, not hearing the satirical note in Fitzwilliam’s comment. As he said it, Fitzwilliam looked to Darcy with appreciation—his cousin would welcome company for their repast as much as Darcy would himself.

“Well, I am the soul of hospitality,” said Lady Catherine with all the self-congratulations Darcy might have expected. “I am excessively attentive to all such things, you know.”

“Yes, Lady Catherine,” replied Fitzwilliam, not restraining his irony in the slightest. “Of that, we are all aware.”

“Then shall you write a note to Mrs. Collins?” asked Darcy.

“There is no need,” replied Lady Catherine with an airy wave of her hand. “Tomorrow I shall speak to Mr. Collins at church. That will more than suffice.”

Again, Darcy shared a glance with Fitzwilliam in his hilarity. While some might consider such late notice an imposition, Darcy did not suppose it would matter in the slightest to Mr. Collins. If the lady arched her finger, Mr. Collins would come running, regardless of his wife’s plans. There was little enough reason to argue with Lady Catherine on the subject, so Darcy turned back to his meal.
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THE NEXT MORNING, ELIZABETH joined Charlotte and Maria in following Mr. Collins to the church for the morning’s Sunday services. As it was Easter, Elizabeth listened to Mr. Collins’s sermon on the death and resurrection of the Savior. Mr. Collins, she had noted before, was not a gifted orator, rendering his sermon only tolerable. Interspersed with his sermon, he added little homilies, oft-repeated phrases, and grand gestures he no doubt thought leant weight to the solemnity of the occasion.

It was a large church, more spacious and impressive than the one in Longbourn Village she had attended all her life. Lady Catherine, of course, sat on the front pew, a position of honor for the patron of that church. What the lady thought of Mr. Collins’s address she could not quite say, for she sat stiff and erect on the bench, her eyes never wavering from whatever caught her attention. Mr. Darcy and Colonel Fitzwilliam sat near her and appeared attentive, though Miss de Bourgh seemed, as ever, immersed in her private thoughts.

At length, when the service ended, the parishioners stood, and as was common at times like this, conversation ruled the day. Colonel Fitzwilliam, Elizabeth noted, was speaking to Mr. Baker, a gentleman of the neighborhood, while Lady Catherine was speaking with Charlotte, no doubt giving her instruction into every minute detail of her life. Had Elizabeth not seen Mr. Darcy every morning since his visit to the parsonage, it might have surprised her when he approached.

“Good morning, Miss Bennet,” said he with a bow. “How lovely it is to see you this morning.”

“Mr. Darcy,” said Elizabeth, her curtsey hiding the surprise she felt at his open statement. “Did you enjoy the lesson?”

“It was satisfactory,” replied Mr. Darcy, echoing Elizabeth’s earlier thoughts. The gentleman hesitated for a moment, then he ventured with a hint of a smile: “In truth, while Mr. Collins’s ability to give a sermon was more than I expected, it is clear he little understands the finer points of speaking before an audience.”

It was so near to Elizabeth’s opinion on the subject that she could not stifle a laugh, though her attempts led to a hiccup. Mr. Darcy regarded her, more than a hint of warmth in that gaze.

“I see that your opinion is not much different from mine.”

“For shame, Mr. Darcy,” replied Elizabeth, regarding him with reproach entirely feigned. “Mr. Collins is my cousin and is currently hosting me in his house. You cannot possibly expect me to speak any criticism of him.”

“If it were harsh criticism, no I would not expect it,” replied Mr. Darcy. “But I do not suppose this is anything but a trifle.”

“You would not be incorrect,” replied Elizabeth with a laugh. “My opinion is the same as yours; I find my cousin’s grasp of the subject passable, but his delivery leaves something to be desired.”

“There is a pastor in Derbyshire who can make stones weep with his words.” Mr. Darcy grinned at her. “I was fortunate enough to have acquired his services for the parish attached to my estate in Derbyshire.”

“My father’s parson is also a capable man,” replied Elizabeth. “He is getting on in years, but I can hardly imagine Longbourn church without hearing his sermons.”

“Your family attends often?”

“Every week,” was Elizabeth’s simple reply. “My father, though not an overly pious man, believes in the benefits of receiving instruction regularly. He has allowed none of us to refuse attendance, not that we have given him any trouble in that regard.”

It was a conversation far different than any Elizabeth had ever experienced with Mr. Darcy, oversetting her opinion of the gentleman’s ability to engage with another. His apparent eagerness to speak as they debated the sermon, certain favorite passages of scripture and even some points of theology rendered her previous opinion unsound. Elizabeth had never been so well entertained in Mr. Darcy’s company; the gentleman enjoyed himself as much as she did, or she was no judge on the subject.

There was little enough time to continue, for it was not long before Lady Catherine completed her instruction to Charlotte and looked about, intending to return to Rosings. As Elizabeth happened to be looking in her direction the moment Lady Catherine espied her, she saw the sudden frown with which the lady favored her. Then Colonel Fitzwilliam interrupted their tête-à-tête.

“Darcy. Miss Bennet. It appears our aunt is ready to return to Rosings.”

A significant look passed between them, the meaning of which Elizabeth could not misunderstand. If she spent too much time in the gentleman’s company, Lady Catherine would no doubt voice her displeasure. A moment later, the lady arrived, intent on pulling her nephews away.

“It is time to return to Rosings,” said she in a tone that brooked no argument.

“Then come, Aunt,” said Colonel Fitzwilliam. “I shall escort you.”

“Very well,” said she. With a glance at Elizabeth, she said to Mr. Darcy: “You may escort Anne.”

“It seems you have not noticed, Aunt Catherine,” said Colonel Fitzwilliam, “but Anne is already outside.”

Lady Catherine clucked her tongue in exasperation. “She knows she is not to spend too much time in the sun. What can she be thinking?”

The two moved away, Lady Catherine now eager to reach the out of doors, leaving Elizabeth in Mr. Darcy’s company again. The church, she noted, was now largely empty, with only Mr. Collins speaking with a local family, while Charlotte stood near the door with Maria, waiting for Elizabeth. All at once she felt her situation and realized it would be best if she took herself from Mr. Darcy’s company at once. But the gentleman did not release her just yet.

“My aunt has invited you and your family to dinner tonight at Rosings,” said the gentleman. “I anticipate meeting you there again.”

“Until then,” said Elizabeth.

The gentleman bowed and departed, leaving
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