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				most ardently admired and loved

			

		

	
		
		
			Author’s Note

			The Murder of Mr. Wickham is set in 1820, at the very end of the Regency period. Jane Austen’s novels were published within a few years of one another—in the case of her first three books, many years after they were written. This obscures the fact that her writing spans nearly the entire Regency period, during which manners and fashions altered. So while we can find hints that different books came earlier or later, the only one of Austen’s novels that can be specifically dated is Persuasion, which takes place in 1814 and 1815.

			I’ve taken advantage of the lack of dates, assigning a time frame to the principal events of each of the other novels, as follows:

			
				Pride and Prejudice: 1797–1798

				Northanger Abbey: 1800

				Emma: 1803–1804

				Mansfield Park: 1816

				Sense and Sensibility: 1818–1819

			

			This involves a little cheating—there are definite suggestions that Emma would probably come later and Sense and Sensibility earlier—but not much.

			I’ve also drawn from one of my favorite Austen adaptations, the 1995 film Sense and Sensibility, to fill in one important detail that is mystifyingly absent from the book itself: Colonel Brandon’s first name. As in the movie, he is called Christopher, and for clarity’s sake, his ward is likewise known as Beth.

			In a handful of places, I have used the word Gypsies to refer to Roma people/Travelers. This was the word used in Regency England and is probably the only terminology the characters would’ve known. It is my hope that these few brief mentions are not unduly hurtful and that the content of the book reflects no harmful stereotypes.

		

	
		
			
			
				Prologue

				June 1820

				The marriage of Mr. and Mrs. Knightley of Donwell Abbey had been a surprise to those who knew them best and not in the least surprising to those who knew them hardly at all.

				“But they’ve always been at odds,” protested her sister, Isabella, a tactful and soft-spoken creature, as soon as she read the letter with the news.

				“You mean they fight like cats and dogs” was her husband’s blunt reply. Since he was not only brother-in-law to the bride but also younger brother to the groom, he’d observed their bickering at length, and with some exasperation.

				They were both correct—partly. Emma Woodhouse and George Knightley had disagreed about many things: the need for a gentleman to dance at parties, the propriety of arriving in a carriage rather than on horseback, and, above all, the matrimonial prospects of everyone around them. Emma’s wishful thinking had often led her into error, but in the end she didn’t hesitate to make the most unlikely match of all: her own.

				Yet the regular people of the village of Highbury were far less astonished. Mr. Knightley was the wealthiest, most eligible man of the parish; Emma Woodhouse the wealthiest, most eligible lady. Such individuals seem to fall in love with each other quite often. Why should it be shocking that this rule would prove as true in Highbury as anywhere else?

				What everyone would have agreed on, if asked, was the happiness of the marriage. For sixteen years now, they had lived as man and wife. Emma Knightley had borne her husband two fine children, a daughter named Henrietta, who arrived on their second anniversary, and a son called Oliver, who followed five years later. By now they were well settled into Donwell Abbey, the picture of family harmony…though not today.

				“Why should a man not invite guests to his own home?” Knightley said as he stood at the sideboard, making his plate for breakfast. “Darcy and I were great friends at Oxford, and he is a man of considerable estate. Why then should he and his wife be unwelcome at Donwell?”

				“Oh! You insist on misinterpreting me,” Emma replied, in no good temper. “It is not that Mr. and Mrs. Darcy are not welcome here on principle. It is that you have invited them at the same time we have other guests!”

				“Cannot Donwell offer beds and shelter to all? Are we so impoverished that a houseful of guests will bankrupt us?”

				Emma gave him a censorious look—one she had learned from his own face, long ago. “My point is that we can hardly do credit to so many guests at once.”

				Knightley sighed. “So perhaps it is you who should not have invited your cousin—”

				“But Brandon is recently married, and I hear his young wife is singularly charming. We must meet her, mustn’t we?”

				“Or the daughter of that wild lady novelist you befriended in Bath—”

				“Catherine Tilney is not the least bit wild, nor are her books. She is an entirely respectable woman and the wife of a clergyman. Her daughter Juliet is so isolated up at Gloucestershire—she should improve her acquaintance with the greater world.”

				“Or our tenants. Who ever imagined inviting tenants to stay?”

				Now Emma knew herself to be on firm ground. “Anyone who heard of the dreadful state of Hartfield would insist that we owe our tenants a decent place to await repairs!”

				(Her elderly father had refused any changes to the house in his last years, even those most conducive to safety.)

				This, Knightley paused to consider. “In that case, I take your point. It is only one large repair—”

				“A staircase collapsed.” Emma folded her arms across her chest for emphasis, though her argument needed none.

				Slowly Knightley nodded. “This summer is too hot for any additional discomforts to be borne. Are they not enduring enough already? Besides, Captain Wentworth and his wife seem both amiable and intelligent. Their greater acquaintance I anticipate with pleasure.”

				At a moment like this, Emma would never fail to press her advantage. “And who was it who invited his relations to stay?”

				“My invitation was an open-ended one, however. I could scarcely have anticipated that Bertram would bring his wife to see us now.”

				Having won a few points, she thought it wisest to move on. She was not one to lament long over difficulties, relishing challenges as she did. “We must make the best of it. Instead of a few guests, we shall have a proper house party. That will be just the thing.”

				“Even if it is not ‘just the thing,’ ” Knightley said, “a house party is what we have, and we must make the best of it.”
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				If Emma and Knightley’s marriage had been surprising to some, the announcement of the engagement between Elizabeth Bennet and Fitzwilliam Darcy had been astounding to all.

				At the time it was well known in Elizabeth’s community that Darcy was a proud, disagreeable man, so impressed with his own wealth and estate that he rarely even deigned to speak at social occasions. It was equally well known in Darcy’s set that Elizabeth Bennet was a mere country girl with no relations of worth, no dowry of any use, and thus no hope of ever marrying well.

				Had it not been for Mr. George Wickham, they probably never would have discovered each other’s true natures—or even their own. They certainly wouldn’t have spent the last twenty-two years happily married.

				Well, Elizabeth Darcy thought. Twenty-one years happily married. This last year didn’t count.

				She sat on her bed, staring at the dress her maid had laid out for her. It was yellow, Elizabeth’s favorite color. No doubt that was why it had been chosen. The shade was an attempt to help her make this transition from black, gray, and lavender.

				It’s been eight months, she reminded herself. Time to leave mourning.

				With that she got to her feet. In the moment before she would have called for the maid, however, Darcy walked in.

				He looked much as he ever had. Men’s attire did not alter as much upon entering or leaving mourning. For her husband, little had changed. Sometimes it seemed to Elizabeth that he had been completely unaffected by last winter’s tragedy.

				Whereas she felt entirely transformed from a cheerful, spirited creature into her own shadow. Passive, insubstantial, darkened.

				No wonder she and Darcy had had hardly anything to say to each other any longer.

				“Not yet ready,” he said. From many husbands this comment would have been barbed. From Darcy it was merely a statement of fact, without judgment. “If you would rather we left tomorrow—”

				“No, no,” Elizabeth insisted. “They must already have our letter. It would be impolite to arrive late.” If only she hadn’t agreed to this—a house party made up of people she didn’t know, spending weeks away from her own home! At the time, she’d thought a change of scenery highly advisable. It would take her out of herself, allow her to see a county she’d never visited before, and introduce her to a host of new acquaintances. (Elizabeth felt that new acquaintances generally fell into two categories: those who were worth knowing and those who provided constant sources of amusement.) Now that the time had come, however, the mere effort of preparing for the journey felt unconquerable. How much worse would the visit itself be?

				Darcy’s gaze had fallen upon her gown. He understood the significance of it as well as she. Without raising his eyes to hers, he murmured, “I have always found you beautiful in yellow.”

				Beneath the terrible cold that had settled over their marriage like winter snow, he was still her Darcy. Elizabeth smiled. For she who had once laughed every day, a smile now felt unfamiliar—but welcome. “Then I will wear it for you.”

				The tenderness in his answering glance filled her with something almost like hope. When Darcy opened his mouth to speak again, she leaned forward eagerly—only to hear a rap at the door, followed by the sound of hinges creaking.

				“Mother?” Her eldest son, Jonathan, walked in. “Oh, forgive me. I don’t wish to intrude.”

				“You are no intruder,” Elizabeth said gently. “You never could be.”

				Truthfully, she already regretted the shift in her husband’s demeanor: formal instead of familiar, distant instead of near. He had stepped back, almost as though to admit a stranger into the room. Jonathan brought this out in his father.

				Or did his father bring it out in him?

				More than once, Elizabeth had wondered how she could’ve birthed a son who made his father seem…informal. Easygoing. Relaxed, even. She’d always known that her liveliness softened her husband, improving his spirits; she had naively believed that their personalities would mingle in their children, producing the same result. Instead, her younger boys, Matthew and James, sometimes seemed to have all her high spirits (possibly doubled, in James’s case).

				But Jonathan—oh, he was both clever and civil, a dutiful son and a generous brother, their pride and joy. He was the very picture of his father at a younger age, if the miniatures at Pemberley told the truth, which made him an extremely handsome young man. The stiffness she had initially so disliked in Fitzwilliam Darcy—that was present, too. In Jonathan, however, this trait dominated his public character so much that she feared he would never learn from his father’s example.

				You little resemble your mother or your father in character, Elizabeth sometimes reminded herself. So why are you so continually surprised by your eldest’s demeanor?

				Sometimes Elizabeth wished for something—or someone—to finally change Jonathan in the way she had changed his father. But then she thought of her son, so honest and true and distinctly himself, and hated the thought that he might have to alter his character at all. If only she could change the world for him, so that it saw the Jonathan she knew.

				But the world was not so easily transformed.

				Jonathan said, “The valet wishes to take my trunk to the carriage. I felt that first I should ask you both if you are entirely certain I should come with you.”

				“Certainly you must,” Elizabeth urged him. Traveling, meeting new people—surely that would help her son acquire more ease and improve his understanding. Living at Pemberley could induce a certain amnesia about the fact that the rest of the world wasn’t equally as grand. “We’ve been looking forward to taking the journey together.”

				Jonathan bowed his head slightly. “My concern is for Pemberley. The elderflowers are about to be brought in for brewing, and someone from the household should be here to keep the ledgers—”

				“Mr. Abbott has matters well in hand,” Darcy said, a touch of severity in his tone. “I have trusted his oversight of these affairs for some years. Were you to stay behind to supervise him, he would take it as a sign of distrust, and thus the gravest insult.”

				“I—I had not realized,” Jonathan said. Elizabeth saw a blush of mortification on his cheeks. “I never intended to malign Mr. Abbott.”

				Darcy made a sound that, from a lesser man, would’ve been a sigh. “Of course not. Though you remind me, I should speak with Abbott again before we depart. You should come with me, to better learn how much he does for us.”

				Jonathan made no visible move, but Elizabeth could see the shadows fall over him. Her eldest child strove to do right, to live up to the expectations set by his father and by society…and yet, despite his cleverness, it seemed there was always something he misunderstood.

				Father and son walked out. The brief moment of intimacy Elizabeth had shared with Darcy departed with them.
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				“Are you well?” Edmund Bertram asked, for the third time in as many hours. “The heat is dreadful. If you are fatigued, we can stop at a nearby inn.”

				His wife, Fanny, shook her head. She did not like to put others to trouble on her account, not even her dear Edmund. “No, no, I am perfectly well.”

				“I believe you would say that even if you had fallen and broken your head open.”

				Fanny managed to brighten for her husband. “Then I should be insensible, should I not?”

				“Thus unable to say anything. I concede the point.” Edmund had a small, neat smile.

				She continued to stare out the windows of the carriage. Fanny had always found her greatest comfort in the natural world—in forests and fields, in tree and flower. Normally she would’ve had the keenest curiosity to observe the unfamiliar foliage, but today she could not lose herself in it. Dread gripped her in its claws, refusing to let go.

				Fanny had always been a fearful creature. As a small child, she had been taken from her chaotic family home to live with her wealthier relations, Sir Thomas and Lady Bertram. The grandeur of their home and their manners had intimidated her from her usual quietness to absolute silence. Only one person had been truly kind and feeling to her: her cousin Edmund.

				As they grew toward adulthood, Fanny’s deep gratitude toward him had ripened into love. Edmund’s concern and admiration for her had not. Instead, he’d fallen under the spell of a lively new girl in the neighborhood, a Mary Crawford. No amount of jealous chagrin could conceal the fact that Mary was bright, witty, musical, and at times deeply caring toward Fanny herself. But beneath this brilliant sheen, it was clear to Fanny that Mary’s morals were not what they should be.

				Edmund had failed to see this. He had remained oblivious to Mary’s faults for many months, excusing what could not be ignored, while Fanny’s spirits sank yet further. They had reached the threshold of an engagement—the proposal practically on Edmund’s lips—before Mary had finally shown her true colors. And after that…

				It was the “after” that Fanny didn’t fully understand. Within the year, Edmund had recovered from his infatuation with Mary Crawford well enough to propose to Fanny herself. She’d accepted him with tears of happiness in her eyes. But even at the height of her joy, she remained aware that Edmund had never courted her as he had Mary. His face had never taken on that telltale mixture of delight and vulnerability, the one that told the world he was in love. Their daily routines had hardly altered. One day Fanny was his cousin; the next she was his wife, living at the vicarage with him much as they had lived together at Mansfield Park.

				(The principal difference she could not speak of, could hardly think of, was that they lay in the same bed at night. What happened there…it was pleasure, Fanny couldn’t deny that, but it remained a mystery to her. Something that belonged to the dark. Something God had willed between husbands and wives for reasons Fanny did not seek to comprehend.)

				Surely it was wrong of her to wish for more. Edmund was her husband, the fulfillment of hopes she had never allowed herself to speak. Their living was modest yet comfortable. God had not yet blessed them with children, which after four years of marriage was worrying, yet Fanny still knelt in church with the serene conviction her prayers would someday be answered. She did not doubt that Edmund loved her.

				But she didn’t think he loved her as she loved him.

				Surely it would take a love that great, that powerful, to face the problem tormenting her now.

				Edmund spoke again. “You are very quiet.”

				Bowing her head, Fanny nodded. “It is my nature.” Sometimes, in darker moments, she wondered whether Edmund ever missed Mary Crawford’s quick wit—which, while occasionally unfeeling or even immoral, never failed to be interesting.

				“That is true, but it is not the whole truth, Fanny,” Edmund chided her gently. “Something has weighed heavily upon you these past few weeks, has it not?”

				“No, no.”

				“A wife must be truthful with her husband.” Edmund’s voice had taken on the preachifying tones of a clergyman—unsurprising, given that this was his profession. “The sacred bonds of matrimony demand no less.”

				Fanny, deeply devout, generally enjoyed his sermons. Today, however, tears sprang to her eyes. “I am quite well; do not distrust me.”

				“I trust you above all other persons,” Edmund said with great feeling. “Very well, Fanny. I will inquire no further for now.”

				For now. The words hit her like two strokes of the lash, or as she imagined a lashing would feel, from William’s vivid description in one of his more troubling letters. Edmund would ask again, he would have to know, and yet he couldn’t possibly know. How could she be true to both her husband and her brother?

				William’s most recent letter rested in her traveling case, bundled beneath Edmund’s feet, painfully present—like a third person riding with them, staring at her, judging her every word.
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				“Yes, that is better,” said Marianne Brandon, gratefully breathing in fresh air from the newly opened carriage window. “Traveling in summer can be so odious. How lucky we are that the roads are not dusty.”

				Her husband wore the grave, concerned look he so often did when trying to take care of her. “You are not fretful about the sunlight, then?”

				It took Marianne a moment to understand what Brandon meant. “I do not stoop, as some do, to ridiculing those who have become tanned in summertime. Perhaps it is not refined, but it indicates a love of fresh air and nature that I consider most pleasing. So why should I worry about becoming tanned myself?” She caught herself. Their marriage was still new. “But do you very much dislike when a woman is so tanned?”

				“I feel as you do. Natural spirits should not be repressed,” agreed Christopher Brandon. Was that a hint of warmth in his voice? If only she could tell. “Do not inhibit yourself on my account.”

				Marianne had had little intention of doing so. She only wished to know how her husband felt about…well, about anything in the world, besides herself.

				Five months into their marriage, her husband remained closed off. Walled in. Far from her. This ran contrary to all her notions of matrimony, much less those of deepest love. How could a man come to her in bed at night and yet be unable to speak openly to her, without reserve? Marianne would once have believed that impossible.

				Then again, so many of her beliefs about love had been shattered in the worst possible way.

				Not quite two years prior, Marianne had met a young man named Willoughby who seemed to embody all her ideals about a romantic hero: handsome, dashing, passionate about poetry and art. Then it was revealed that Willoughby had trifled with and left pregnant a young woman—in fact, Colonel Brandon’s cherished ward. Willoughby’s aunt had disinherited him, and his romantic ideals were tossed aside in favor of another bride, one who came with a fortune of fifty thousand pounds.

				Marianne’s heart had been shattered. Worse, she’d indulged her own heartbreak to the point of weakening her body. When she caught a severe fever, she hadn’t had the strength to fight it. So she had become terribly sick—so sick, in fact, that she very nearly died.

				Her sister Elinor was always urging her to learn from this incident or that. From her illness, Marianne had learned two valuable lessons: that she had to govern her emotions, for both her sake and that of her family; and that Colonel Brandon, older and quiet as he was, had proved himself a man she could trust completely.

				Couldn’t trust lead to love? She had to hope so.

				Elinor had finally come to have some influence over Marianne, and thus practical factors had been at work in her decision to accept Brandon’s proposal. Colonel Brandon had a fine establishment and a good character. He was respected by his friends and cherished by her family. With such a husband, Marianne knew, she would always be treated with kindness and respect. It was too easy, she thought, to underestimate the value of feeling truly secure.

				Still, she’d sworn long ago that she’d never sell herself into matrimony purely for wealth’s sake. Marianne had accepted Brandon’s proposal only after she began to feel toward him the emotions a wife should have for her husband.

				She no longer held any scruples about his age (thirty-seven, a full eighteen years her senior), nor about his steady, taciturn nature, so unlike her own. Yet she remained aware that she had first fallen in love, not with the man himself but with his love for her. To be the subject of such gentle, unselfish devotion—to be protected so tenderly, and with so little expectation of reward—who could not be drawn to it? It was Brandon’s love—the fervor of it real, if buried deep, like glowing embers within the ash of a fire—this was what had persuaded her to become his wife.

				Greater understanding and intimacy, she felt, would awaken in time. Indeed, her tenderness for Brandon increased every day.

				Yet after five months of marriage, he remained closed to her.

				As a child, Marianne had always responded to a locked door by throwing herself against it. Locked hearts had proved more difficult.
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				The word retrench suggests the admirable qualities of prudence and thrift. Yet it also suggests a downfall in circumstances, which however blameless is never admired. It was this condition that had befallen Captain and Mrs. Wentworth.

				Their fortune of twenty-five thousand pounds had, almost overnight, vanished.

				One might have expected the loss to weigh more heavily on Anne Wentworth. As one of the daughters of Sir Walter Elliot, she had been used to living very grandly in her youth. However, she’d never had any great taste for finery, and she’d spent happier hours in the humble homes of sailors than in the elegantly appointed Kellynch Hall of her childhood. When she married a naval man, she spent several years at sea with him and felt no sense of deprivation. A captain’s quarters could be made comfortable and pleasing for a young family, even if no one would mistake them for grandeur.

				It was Captain Frederick Wentworth who had been more discouraged by his changed circumstances. His wealth had not been inherited; it had been earned through valiant service to his nation. The getting of it had been his greatest pride, and the losing of it his greatest shame.

				The pain was the worse for the shame being undeserved. By rights, it ought to have belonged to another—an individual who seemed entirely immune to shame’s sting.

				Thus, the collapse of the staircase at their temporary home was to Anne a small inconvenience, but to Wentworth, an outrage.

				“Allowing tenants to move into an unsafe home—a home on the verge of falling down around our ears!” Wentworth fumed as their lone manservant loaded the carriage. “It’s unconscionable. No man of decency would ever let a house in such condition.”

				Anne replied, “No man of decency would ascribe to malice what is more easily explained by ignorance.”

				Chastened, Wentworth lowered his head. “Aye, we were told no one had lived in the house these two years. Mr. Knightley would not have known. But when I think of what might have happened if you had been on the stair when it fell—”

				“I was not,” Anne said firmly, but with a gentle hand on her husband’s arm. She knew he could not bear the thought of disappointing her, or hurting her, again.

				Though another was to blame for that…

				“Thank God for you, Anne.” Wentworth spoke in a low voice that betrayed much emotion. “I know not how I would bear it, without you.”

				“You need not know,” she promised. “I will remain at your side as long as the fates allow.”

				It wasn’t as comforting as she meant it to be. They both knew how cruel the fates often were.

				

				
					
					[image: ]

				“I do wish we’d been able to get you some new clothes,” said Mrs. Tilney as she tied the ribbon of her daughter’s cloak. “But you look very well indeed, my dear.”

				“Thank you, Mama,” Juliet replied.

				Juliet Tilney, having just turned seventeen, had become far more conscious of her appearance in the past year. As a younger girl, she had been more of a tomboy, one drawn to boys’ games and fond of climbing trees. Her father had sometimes clucked his tongue at it, but her mother had always said that she herself was exactly the same when she was young. Had she not developed an interest in muslins and dancing—and handsome young clergymen—precisely when a girl should?

				In truth, Juliet still liked boys’ games, and she would have continued climbing trees if her gowns allowed. Unlike her mother, and for that matter most grown people, she didn’t understand why she couldn’t like muslins, dancing, and a rousing match of bowls. Perhaps when she was older, the answer would seem as self-evident to her as it did to everyone else.

				Juliet was very well aware that she was being sent on this visit not only for a greater experience of the world but in the hopes of forming acquaintances who might, in time, introduce her to promising young men. Certainly she would be meeting very interesting people, at least according to the letter from Mrs. Knightley, which her mother had read aloud more than once. A captain in the navy—that sounded thrilling. A colonel who had served in the West Indies and could tell her so much about the greater world. The curate didn’t sound that intriguing; Juliet was, after all, the daughter of a clergyman. But he was made up for by a Mr. Darcy, who owned Pemberley, an estate so grand that its fame had spread even to Gloucestershire.

				And, of course, their wives. Juliet looked forward to meeting them, too. Interesting men tended to marry interesting women. If not, she had learned, it was a hint that the actual man might not be as interesting as his credentials.

				“Surrey,” said Mrs. Tilney thoughtfully. “You must tell me if it is a country of hedgerows.”

				Inquiries about landscape meant only one thing. “Are you thinking of setting a novel in Surrey?” Juliet asked.

				“It’s a possibility.” Mrs. Tilney always envisioned a place in great detail before writing about it.

				Juliet laughed. She admired her mother’s boundless imagination, but it never ceased to amaze her how the ideas caught ablaze from the slightest spark. “Am I to be your researcher, then? To establish your next great adventure?”

				Mrs. Tilney put one hand upon her daughter’s cheek. “I hope the next adventure will be yours.”
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				For the previous five years, Napoleon Bonaparte had at last been permanently contained on the island of Saint Helena. Though Britain, and for that matter all of Europe, still remembered his escape from Elba, no such revival seemed likely this time. The once-great Napoleon had grown older, and reports agreed that his health continued to decline. The wars that had so deeply scarred so many nations were over.

				Other wars would come, of course. They might even arrive soon. But they would be wars like those of old, between known ruling families, dueling for long-defined territories. Never again, surely, could there be any conflict as shocking as Bonaparte’s campaign.

				The British navy had proved itself the glory of the nation and the triumph of the world. None could challenge Britannia on the seas—that had been demonstrated beyond any doubt. As for the British army in Europe, their victories, too, were celebrated. However, there was one class of military men who had failed to distinguish themselves in the wars: those of the militias. Napoleon had never mustered up the force, or at least the opportunity, to invade England. The thousands of young men who had joined the militias meant to protect against such an invasion had worn uniforms, drilled, been admired, and otherwise little inconvenienced. Some of these men simply felt grateful the invasion had never come. Others—less aware of the horrors of war, and more hungry for distinction—deeply regretted the peace.

				Most regretful of all were the avaricious. There were prizes to be won in wartime that would otherwise be out of reach of the average man with his fortune to make.

				But fortunes could always be made, if you had the will. George Wickham had learned that.

				Wickham smoothed his waistcoat, ran one hand through his hair. Gray threaded through it now, and his waistcoat fit a little more tightly around his waist, but he still cut a fine figure of a man. He knew that from the interested glances he still won from women…even if they were older women now, and even if their glances came less often. If he were to marry again, he could wed more advantageously than he had before. Yet Wickham no longer needed to marry for money. Finally he had tasted wealth, and he didn’t intend to live without it ever again.

				In fact, his recent venture might still offer him a few hundred more pounds, if a certain Mr. and Mrs. Knightley of Surrey truly loved their family.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter One

			This is not like Northanger, Juliet thought, excitement mounting as her carriage drew closer to the great house where she was to spend the next few weeks. Donwell is a real abbey!

			It had no crumbling towers or Gothic eaves, but Donwell Abbey wore its age more proudly than her uncle’s home did. As the carriage horses trotted closer to the front door, Juliet’s wide eyes took in stained glass windows, ancient craggy trees, a chapel in the near distance, and a promising outcropping that with luck would prove to be a gargoyle.

			She took a deep breath and collected herself. Time for enthusiasms and fancies later. First, she had to make a good impression—to come across as dutiful, quiet, polite, and accomplished. Juliet wasn’t sure she was any of those things; but she had to appear to be, or else no one would want to know her. The governess had explained that often enough. What she hadn’t explained was the point of pretending to be something you weren’t in order to draw people closer. Once they got closer, they’d realize you were pretending, which seemed to Juliet to defeat the purpose.

			If she asked her parents this, her father would tell her she was being silly. Her mother would give her one of those knowing looks that meant The world is a ridiculous place, my child. Make of it what you can.

			Juliet intended to make as much of the visit as possible. She had long awaited her first true adventure.

			

			—

			There is nothing so invigorating to the established society of a neighborhood as a new acquaintance. The newcomer’s family must be identified; he must be assessed as to character, person, and fortune; he must be asked to dinners and balls. If married, there will be a spouse and perhaps children to be met; if not, there are matches to be made. A newcomer provides a freshly sympathetic ear for tales of woe that have lost their powers over those who have heard the tales before; he laughs anew at jokes that had gone stale. He may even have stories of his own.

			Yet it is not always as pleasant to be the newcomer. He is introduced to many people at once and struggles at first to correctly remember their names and situations. He is under constant observation—and well aware of it. While some thrive under such attentions, others find them disconcerting.

			Most disconcerting of all? A gathering where nearly everyone is a newcomer to everyone else. Everyone is under examination; no one is fully at ease. Such was the state of the house party at Donwell as soon as the first few carriages arrived. But Emma Knightley was an exemplary hostess, who smoothly helped the first connections form.

			

			—

			“You are both great lovers of poetry, I understand,” Emma said. “And novels, too. I fear I have never been a great reader myself—no matter how many lists of books I make.”

			Marianne managed not to scoff. Through her love for her new brother Edward, she had learned that it was possible to possess a fine soul and yet no feeling for poetry. However, as Emma wandered away through the gathering group, Marianne could not resist saying, “I cannot fathom looking at all the titles of the greatest novels and poems of our age and finding nothing of interest.”

			“Nor I,” Juliet agreed, perhaps too heartily. “I spend half the day reading, sometimes. My mother says she should scold me, except that she was quite as bad as myself at her age—and still is, to own the truth.” Juliet was eager to like Mrs. Brandon, and to be liked by her. They were closest in age of any women likely to be present, with but two years between them. (Mrs. Knightley had a daughter near her own age, but the children of the household were visiting Brighton with family friends.) So Juliet longed for Mrs. Brandon to become her more particular friend at this gathering. Mrs. Brandon was very beautiful, and elegant, too, but not in the stiff, formal way Juliet despised. There was a fire in her, one too rare among Juliet’s acquaintance.

			Curiosity gleamed in Mrs. Brandon’s eyes. “I have heard that your mother is an authoress herself, and that, if she is the ‘Lady’ on certain title pages, then some of her books are among my favorites.”

			Juliet wished she could enthusiastically agree. Yet propriety didn’t allow a woman to acknowledge her own authorship, nor her mother’s. This struck her as a rule both unnecessary and disagreeable, but her parents had trained her to follow it. “Oh, I could not say.”

			Still, she felt the flush of pride in her cheeks and was certain Mrs. Brandon saw it.

			Mrs. Brandon’s smile widened. “Regardless, I can tell that your mother appreciates the poetic and sensible. Who else would name a daughter Juliet? It is so lovely.”

			“Thank you.” Juliet’s unusual name had occasionally attracted unpleasant comment; it was neither biblical nor traditional and therefore suspect. Nor could Miss Capulet be considered a beau ideal for young women. However, Mrs. Brandon’s admiration seemed sincere, so Juliet continued: “My sister is called Theodosia, and our little brother is Albion.”

			“How splendid.” Mrs. Brandon’s face lit up with delight, and Juliet knew them to be friends already.

			

			—

			At the other end of the drawing room, more introductions were being made. “Colonel Brandon, I understand you were some years with the army?” Emma’s smile relaxed as her guest nodded. “Well! Then you must speak with our good tenant, Captain Wentworth of the navy.”

			Brandon and Wentworth exchanged a glance that no civilian could ever have interpreted. It was their mutual understanding of the ignorance of those who had never been in the military. Such persons made many strange assumptions, such as the idea that serving in the army and serving in the navy were just the same, save for one being on land and the other at sea.

			In reality, the differences were many. For example, rank in the upper echelons of the navy was determined largely by merit; army officers were chosen for their wealth more than their ability. This meant that many army officers looked down on sailors as upstarts, too proud for their position in life. It also meant that many sailors assumed army officers were…well, the politest word was blockheads.

			Neither Brandon nor Wentworth made such assumptions. Brandon was an astute judge of character; Wentworth’s first impressions weren’t infallible, but he knew good sense when he saw it in a man’s eyes.

			“When will you next be at sea?” Brandon asked.

			It was an ordinary enough question to ask a naval man, so he wasn’t prepared for the way Wentworth’s jaw tightened or for the slight edge in the man’s voice as he replied, “I had hoped to remain at home with my family for far longer, but our present situation does not allow it.”

			If Wentworth had once hoped for a longer stay in England, then his fortunes must have taken a decidedly negative turn. Brandon knew some navy officers had lost the prizes won in war—the prizes could be contested, and ships once considered fair targets were later proved to be vessels with rights of passage. He would have thought such matters settled years ago, but he was no sailor.

			“As yet I hope to settle my affairs in a more satisfactory manner.” Wentworth did not sound like a man with much hope, yet grim determination underlined his every word. “If I fail…then I must put in for the next worthwhile ship bound for the Indies, and my wife and child must spend a year or more alone.”

			Brandon glanced over to his bride, Marianne. She was speaking animatedly with young Miss Tilney, her smile warmer to him than the fire in the hearth. He knew the cruelty of being parted from someone dearly loved.

			“I served several years in the Indies,” Brandon said. As deeply as he sympathized with Wentworth, he could in politeness offer no more than advice. Advice was better than nothing. “If you have not yet traveled there, I would be happy to answer any questions.”

			Wentworth smiled unevenly. “Indeed, I have several.”

			

			—

			“Did I hear Mr. Bertram say that you have a brother in the navy?” Emma tried to make eye contact with Fanny Bertram, but the young woman ducked her head. “Mrs. Wentworth’s husband is in the navy, too. A captain, no less!”

			Fanny looked up immediately; any connection to William, however slight, drew her full attention—especially now. But she had little dreamed that she would find such instant, heartfelt sympathy as she saw in Anne Wentworth’s expression.

			“Where is your brother sailing?” Anne asked softly. “Have you heard from him lately?”

			“Oh, yes,” Fanny hastened to reply, “William is a very faithful correspondent. He is a lieutenant aboard the Tiberius, patrolling the waters around Saint Helena.”

			Anne’s smile was as gentle as her eyes. “So long as the Corsican draws breath, we shall need ships in that sea—but I believe your brother is as safe as it is possible for a naval officer to be.”

			William was in danger as great as he could face in any battle. At least if a man survived a battle, he was then safe again…

			Tears sprang to Fanny’s eyes, and Anne squeezed her hand. “You are unwell. Let me fetch you a glass of wine.”

			It went against Fanny’s nature to accept favors rather than perform them. She didn’t drink much wine either, but if this would divert Anne Wentworth’s perceptive gaze for a moment—“Yes, please. You are most kind.”

			Something about Anne’s expression suggested that she understood the real reason Fanny had accepted her offer. She simply said, “Of course. I will return with your wine when the hour strikes.” According to the finely gilded clock on the mantelpiece, the hour wouldn’t strike for five full minutes yet; this was much longer than necessary to fetch the wine. Mercifully, Anne seemed to be giving Fanny a precious moment alone.

			How good it felt to be understood!

			Fanny was almost always shy of new acquaintance. Anne Wentworth, however, struck her as a person both genuine and sympathetic, someone who could be trusted. She felt grateful that this house party—a gathering large and unfamiliar, and therefore terrifying to her—had offered up one potential friend.

			Still, she had nobody in whom she could ever truly confide.

			

			—

			By and large, the women of the gathering managed to speak easily among one another. When personal interests failed to align, they talked of their families. Emma found fresh reasons for laughter in all her children’s games and fancies; Anne’s voice became even softer as she spoke of the Wentworths’ one daughter—a young girl named Patience, currently with family at Uppercross. Fanny took such a keen interest in hearing about the children that Juliet wondered if she were perhaps in a certain condition herself. The waistlines of dresses had inched lower in the past year but still allowed an expecting mother some months of mystery.

			Juliet would’ve felt left out of a conversation so focused on the concerns of married women if it hadn’t been for Marianne Brandon. Neither unmarried women nor new brides were expected to have babies or to have completely centered their lives upon children not yet born. Though they listened politely and spoke civilly to the others, they were able to have some private conversation about dresses. (Marianne had recently ordered her wedding clothes, and she was very amused to hear that Juliet’s father was an expert on muslin, more than any woman either of them had ever met.) Tea was drunk and everyone smiled; yes, the house party was beginning well for the ladies.

			The men of the gathering weren’t as fortunate. No one disliked anyone else, but conversational topics were scarce.

			“Surely you have excellent hunting on these grounds, Mr. Knightley,” said Brandon. Almost any gentleman would have agreed that he did, or explained where better hunting was to be found.

			Knightley instead shook his head. “I fear not, Colonel. Hunting has never been among my pursuits. Saves one the expense of beaters and dogs—though, of course, I have one dog regardless.” He smiled fondly at the small black-and-white mongrel dozing in front of the fire. “Pierre earns his keep through extensive napping and by wagging his tail at amusing moments.”

			This won a small smile from Brandon, who valued tenderness, but provoked looks of consternation from the less sentimental Edmund Bertram and Captain Wentworth.

			Other subjects proved equally uninspiring. Bertram spoke of his sermons with a piety that the others admired in the abstract but for which they could muster no evangelical zeal. Wentworth was disappointed to find none of them especially fond of fishing. Silences stretched between words to the point of awkwardness.

			The house party was expected to last no less than one month. Knightley silently hoped they came up with something to talk about in that time.

			Then his eyes lit upon Emma, who was laughing heartily with Anne Wentworth. His wife would find ways to make everything easy. She generally did. Few could resist Emma’s charm; Knightley knew this very well, because he’d tried. Instead, he wore a rueful smile, and Emma wore a wedding ring.

			Knightley predicted dinner would provide more to talk about, if only compliments for the white soup. Shortly before the meal, however, deliverance arrived in a much more welcome form. He brightened the moment he heard carriage wheels on the drive outside.

			Only moments afterward, the butler entered the drawing room and announced, “Mr. and Mrs. Darcy of Pemberley, with Mr. Jonathan Darcy.”

			Knightley had seen Darcy only thrice since their Oxford days and not at all in the past decade. He felt a moment of surprise when he glimpsed the thin threads of silver at Darcy’s temples, the hints of lines at the corners of his eyes. No doubt, he reminded himself, you are doubly astonishing in this regard. (Sometimes Knightley missed the fashion for powdered wigs, which had been so prevalent in their youth; they had so elegantly disguised an older man’s graying hair or the loss of hair altogether.)

			No changes of age could’ve kept the smile from Knightley’s face. “Darcy! My good man. Thank goodness you made it.”

			“The weather does appear to be turning,” Darcy said, casting a glance at one of the windows, through which the darkening skies could be seen. Yet he, too, was smiling. “It’s a pleasure to see you, Knightley. You remember, of course, my wife.”

			Knightley remembered Elizabeth Darcy very well. He had met her only once, shortly after their wedding. Initially he’d been astonished that Darcy would marry with no regard for family or fortune—an imprudent match for a highly prudent man. However, after his first brief conversation with Mrs. Darcy, Knightley had completely understood. Yes, she was lovely, but loveliness was the least of her attractions. Her vivacity was the perfect balance to Darcy’s somberness, and her strong character shone forth as brightly as her wit.

			Elizabeth’s face remained lovely all these years later, but her spark seemed to have faded. There was no feeling behind her civil greeting; it seemed to Knightley as though she was merely going through the motions, her mind somewhere else entirely. She never met her husband’s eyes. Was there trouble between Darcy and his wife?

			More likely she is understandably weary after travel, Knightley chided himself. You’re being as fantastical as Emma.

			And now he had the pleasure of meeting his old friend’s son. “How good of you to join us as well, young Mr. Darcy.”

			Jonathan drew himself stiffly upright. Very stiffly. A footman would’ve been more at ease. “Your wife honored me with the invitation, sir. I would not decline.”

			Knightley had not been privy to this detail of the Darcys’ invitation. Instantly his gaze went to young Miss Tilney, dark haired and pretty, sitting in the very chair that would present the best view to anyone walking into the room. His eyes met his wife’s, and she ducked her head only slightly—not afraid to have her true intentions known.

			Matchmaking again, he thought. Oh, Emma!

			

			—

			“I had of course hoped to have more young people here for you to become acquainted with,” Mrs. Knightley murmured in Juliet’s ear, as the party began the stirrings that would take them to dinner at last. “But Jonathan Darcy is said to be the best sort of young man. Diligent in his studies, heir to a great estate—and rather handsome, don’t you think?”

			“Rather,” Juliet said, and was rewarded with a broad smile, as though she’d said something funny.

			Really, saying Jonathan Darcy was handsome was about as noteworthy as saying that grass was green. Tall, with hair nearly as dark as her own, aristocratic bearing: Who wouldn’t find him handsome?

			Juliet wasn’t sure she aspired to such an exalted match. She had only a small dowry to offer and had no intention of going through her life apologizing for the fact. Still, when she realized that etiquette demanded Jonathan escort her in for dinner, she felt a flutter of anticipation that must have pinked her cheeks.

			They took their places to go in for their meal, last among the company. Jonathan stood next to her—so very tall!—and bent his arm for her to take. His forearm felt muscled and firm through the fabric of his elegant jacket, a detail Juliet had never before noticed about any man in her life.

			“Do you fence, Mr. Darcy?” she ventured.

			Jonathan half turned his head toward her in apparent amazement. “I beg your pardon?”

			“I only thought—” Juliet knew she absolutely could not admit to being curious about his well-developed arms. “It is a common hobby among young gentlemen…”

			Jonathan’s fine, sharp features might easily have been chiseled from marble. “The time for dinner conversation is during dinner, is it not?”

			Juliet snapped her head around to stare straight ahead. She hoped her pink cheeks from before would disguise any flush of indignation. What a prig! An ill-mannered prig at that. Weren’t prigs supposed to at least pay attention to etiquette? That was the only good thing about them.

			He thinks himself above his company, Juliet thought. At least, above me.

			Oh, well. Whatever Mrs. Knightley had intended, Juliet hadn’t come to Donwell Abbey to catch a husband. She’d come here to learn more about the world. So far she had discovered that young men could be both very handsome and very rude.

			

			—

			He’d got it wrong.

			Jonathan often did. Sometimes he thought that people outside his family were a different species entirely—like the farcical men with backward feet described by Pliny the Elder. Why was it fairly easy to talk with Mother and Father, with his brothers, or even with the Pemberley servants, and yet so difficult to have a conversation with anyone else?

			In his early life, he’d been surrounded only by those he knew and loved; this included the senior servants, who’d doted on him, and some few people from the nearby town of Lambton. Anyone he spoke with had to first be introduced, and in the warm sanctuary of his childhood home, there was seldom anyone who required introduction. Jonathan had felt some vague uneasiness about the idea of going away to school, but Father had assured him this was absolutely normal. Jonathan was told his schoolfellows would be nearly as close to him as brothers.

			Instead, school had been a torment. The unfamiliar faces—new slang—uncertain hierarchy—all of it seemed designed to confound and unnerve him. When his fellow students figured this out, they took it as license to give him no end of hell. Jonathan had kept his head down as best he could and worked hard to win the approval of the schoolmaster, the one person he understood how to relate to.

			His parents had assured him that his situation would be better the next year. Then, that it would be better at university. Oxford was marginally better, mostly because the worst teasing was now considered juvenile. But Jonathan still had no better idea of how to talk to strangers than he ever had.

			That was why the rules mattered.

			Society had rules. They were sure, solid, unchanging. Steps in a dance he had taught himself how to perform. Yes, others might find him…rigid, or even cold, if he stuck firmly to conversing only within those boundaries. But they didn’t find him ridiculous. They couldn’t say he was wrong. When Jonathan followed the rules, he was safe.

			He’d been counting on those rules to help him make the better acquaintance of Miss Tilney, a rather pretty girl. The rules were also meant to guide him past the moment when she would take his arm—he did not like being touched by strangers, though at least this was expected, so he could brace himself for the contact. Instead, just as they had touched, Miss Tilney had deviated from the rules and thrown him off. He’d meant to nudge them both back to the safety of conventional times and means of expression. Instead—to judge by the redness of her cheeks—he’d offended her. The only thing worse than the fear of offending someone was the knowledge that he already had. How on earth were they to get through an entire meal like this?

			Not one meal, Jonathan reminded himself. One month. Surrounded by strangers. He’d thought it might be easier spending time with people who were his parents’ peers, rather than his own; he had always related more easily to adults. So far he felt as wretched as ever. Glumly he looked forward to a long hour of strained chatter, sinking fear, and delicious food he’d be unable to digest due to the knots in his stomach.

			Conversation was meant to be conducted with those on one’s right and left, never across the table—save for those few pronouncements intended for all. Jonathan had hoped to be between two extremely talkative people. He had noticed that with such individuals, sometimes he needed to do no more than nod and occasionally murmur assent. Strangely, these same people were often those who spoke most warmly about him to his parents, who would pass along the compliments with the implicit suggestion that this—whatever he had just done—was precisely what he ought to be doing more of. Jonathan had not explained the paradox to them, primarily because he did not understand it himself. It appeared that people did not like to listen nearly so much as they liked to be listened to.

			Unfortunately, at this dinner, Jonathan had been seated between the soft-spoken Mrs. Wentworth and the primly silent Mrs. Bertram. A long, awkward meal seemed to await.

			However, no sooner had the first tureens been set upon the table than the butler appeared, looking discombobulated. “Mr. Knightley—a gentleman to see you, sir.”

			Knightley frowned, as well he might. “This is rather uncommon, Greene.”

			“Indeed, sir.” The butler looked as though he would rather burst into flames than keep going, but backward glances indicated the man had little choice. “As I told him, but he’s most insistent.”

			“Yes, I am,” said a male voice as a shadowy form came forward from the darkness beyond to the threshold of the dining room. “Most insistent.” He’d forced his way through, not even waiting for the butler to return, an act so impolite as to be alarming. Jonathan glanced at his father, who disliked rudeness nearly as much as he did himself.

			But his father didn’t look superior or displeased. He looked…furious. His mother, on the other hand, had gone ashen, so much so that Jonathan wondered if she would faint.

			The man stepped close enough to be seen clearly. He was roughly the age of Jonathan’s father, dressed in fashionable clothing—almost too fashionable, enough to be gaudy. His smile was mirthless and thin. Across the table, Jonathan glimpsed Anne Wentworth trying to catch the attention of her husband, who appeared to be broiling in the heat of his own fury.

			Was it his imagination, or did this man look…vaguely familiar?

			The man’s smile broadened. “Well, well. It looks as though I have no shortage of acquaintance at table. What luck that we should all meet again.”

			Some of the others looked around in consternation, but Darcy simply inclined his head and said, in tones of pure ice, “Good evening, Mr. Wickham.”

		

	
		
		
			Chapter Two

			Three times now, Fitzwilliam Darcy had believed himself permanently rid of the odious presence of George Wickham. Three times, he’d been wrong. The division eight months ago had seemed as though it had to be final, but no. Fate could be pernicious.

			“Ah,” Wickham said, strolling forward. “I see my timing is inopportune. In the city, you see, the fashion is for later dinners.”

			Knightley stood, pale and drawn. He looked as though he loathed Wickham as much as Darcy did. “You would not have been invited at any hour.”

			Wickham’s smile widened. Somehow, in the heart of a confrontation, the man managed to seem even more at ease. “If I waited for an invitation to receive that which is mine in right of law—yes, Mr. Knightley, I imagine my wait would be very long.”

			Knightley’s lips pressed together. Emma’s face had flushed with ill-repressed anger. Nor were they the only persons agitated at the table: Wentworth’s expression was dark, and his wife had tensed, as though she expected to have to fly from her chair to hold him back. Worst of all was dear Elizabeth, frozen like ice in her seat; her fingers were wrapped tightly around the hilt of her dinner knife. Jonathan’s distrust of his uncle clearly warred with his concern for his mother.

			As for the Brandons, the Bertrams, and the young Miss Tilney: they each appeared deeply confused by the sudden, severe deviation from common civility. Therefore, none of them had ever met George Wickham before. Darcy envied them the privilege.

			A loud clap of thunder rumbled through the air, the house, the ground itself. In the next instant, raindrops began to pelt the windows and ground, striking the windowpanes until they rattled.

			Darcy could’ve cursed aloud. To judge by the hoofbeats he’d heard outside earlier, Wickham had arrived on horseback rather than by carriage, and not even the most odious company would be thrown out in such weather. Particularly in such hilly country as this corner of Surrey—to attempt to ride in a severe thunderstorm risked the health and nerves of one’s horse, and even one’s life.

			Wickham raised an eyebrow, as aware as anyone of the etiquette that imprisoned his hosts. “It seems I shall be staying for a while.”
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			“I fear we cannot accommodate you at the table, Mr. Wickham.” Mrs. Knightley pushed her chair back as abruptly as an ill-mannered child. Jonathan would’ve been scolded for less, as a boy. She said, “Allow me to get you settled, and the servants will bring something up to you for dinner.” With that she strode out of the room. After a moment, Wickham inclined his head to the table—an ironical half bow—then followed her.

			Had she done the right thing? The normal rules could not apply to such a situation as this. Jonathan would’ve resolved to ask his parents later had they not appeared so stricken. No, he would be left to interpret this for himself.

			A silence followed, empty of words and yet suffocatingly heavy. Finally, Knightley cleared his throat. “My dear guests, I must beg your pardon. The gentleman who has arrived is…no friend to this household. Yet there are matters between us that must be resolved.”

			“He seemed insolent in the extreme,” said Mrs. Brandon, astonishingly forthright. “What a disagreeable person.”

			In any other circumstances, Jonathan might’ve found such a pronouncement rude; tonight, people seemed freed to speak their thoughts—and to the whole table, at that. Understandable, perhaps, but in his opinion it set a dangerous precedent.

			“George Wickham is indeed disagreeable,” Knightley agreed, “however skilled he is at pretending otherwise.”

			Brandon spoke for the first time at dinner. “Did you say—Mr. George Wickham?”

			Knightley nodded. “A former army officer, who now fancies himself an arranger of investments. Bah! Investments that work to his own gain and everyone else’s loss.”

			“Certainly to ours,” Wentworth said, his voice hollow.

			Jonathan saw Mrs. Wentworth wince.

			But she rallied swiftly, turning to Darcy and asking very civilly, “How are you acquainted with Mr. Wickham, sir?”

			“We grew up together in Derbyshire,” Darcy said. Brandon’s fork clattered against the dinner plate. Jonathan wondered—How could anyone continue eating at such a time? “He was the son of my late father’s steward. As adults, our ways parted for many years.”

			To his surprise, it was Mother who spoke next. “Then Mr. Wickham
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