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      “Mr. Darcy— I do apologize, but—”

      “Read it again, Mr. McMurray. I must have misheard you.”

      Mr. McMurray, to his credit, seemed highly discomfited by what he was required to read. He cleared his throat for the third time and re-read the paper in his hands.

      “It seems that there is an addendum to the late Mr. Darcy’s will—” The solicitor paused. “Do you really wish for me to read it again?”

      I gripped the edge of the desk and did not look at him. “Yes.”

      “Upon my death, let it be understood by all that Pemberley and the entire estate belong to my beloved son, Fitzwilliam. But my fear is that he will not take a wife—and Pemberley will be left without an heir.”

      It was painful to hear such a judgement in my father’s words.

      But why had he said nothing to me himself?

      I straightened and tugged at my waistcoat. Would I have listened if he had said anything?

      The solicitor slid a pile of papers across the desk for my inspection.

      “I must apologize again, sir,” Mr. McMurray said hastily. “As you see, there is an addendum here. It says that you must be married… and before your thirtieth birthday in order to keep your claim to the estate. If you do not marry by then, ownership of Pemberley will default to your cousin,” he paused to scan the words on a second document. “A Mr. Thomas Hardisty?”

      I let out a snort.

      “Thomas? He is a drunken fool who has never even been to Pemberley. I have heard nothing of him since we were one-and-twenty! I half-expected he would stay on in the Continent after his tour. Why would he stand to inherit everything?”

      Mr. McMurray shook his head. “He was the next in line of inheritance when the papers were drawn. Sir, I think it would be best for everyone at Pemberley if you simply… found a young woman to wed.”

      I turned away with a scoff and walked to the picture window of my study, the one that looked out over the rolling fields of my home.

      My home.

      It was a struggle not to be angry with the man. But it was not his fault.

      It was mine.

      “Why did no one tell me this before today?”

      “Frankly, sir,” the solicitor replied, “because of your engagement to Anne deBourgh, I had never considered it a problem. But then…”

      Damn.

      I had been too cavalier about Anne’s death.

      When she passed suddenly after an illness—one of her many illnesses—I had relished the opportunity to be a bachelor.

      The idea of hurrying straight into a new arrangement after so recently being released from the first unwanted match had never occurred to me.

      That I would have to do that now?

      The very thought of it caused my stomach to lurch uncomfortably.

      I frowned at the perpetually serene black swans that floated upon the lake. “There is no way around it, then?”

      The solicitor was silent. He simply shook his head and waited for me to come to the realization myself.

      I let out a grunt.

      “All right. So I am to have no choice in the matter?”

      “Sir, that is not⁠—”

      “Indeed,” I snapped. “Then it seems I shall have to find a young woman to marry before the month’s end. Are there any stipulations on whom I am permitted to wed? Or a demand for children to be conceived within a fortnight of the engagement?"

      The solicitor let out a harrumph of discomfort and I almost allowed myself to smile.

      If Charles Bingley had been here, he would have dissolved into laughter at such a bold statement.

      But he was not here. He was gallivanting in the southern countryside in search of an estate of his own to occupy.

      Typical of Charles.

      I turned from the window, walked back to my desk and picked up the papers. As I scanned them carefully, it seemed that the only requirement was that he be married. It did not seem to matter whom he chose.

      Mr. McMurray, recovered from his shock, cleared his throat and tapped his finger on one of the pages.

      "As you can see here— As long as you are married by midnight on your thirtieth birthday, the young lady’s position and pedigree is irrelevant."

      The smallest of mercies.

      "Married. Not engaged.”

      “The will is quite clear. You must be married.”

      “I see."

      I looked back toward the window and the beautiful green fields of Pemberley. I could think of nothing I would like more than to spend the rest of my life living upon this estate.

      I even loved the blasted swans.

      My life was about to take a drastic turn.

      And I could not avoid it.

      “Fine,” I said tersely. “I shall marry. However, I refuse to marry just anyone. She must be… special. I will not waste my time on someone who is not my equal.”

      Mr. McMurray’s face paled slightly. “Oh, but, Mr. Darcy, time is of the essence!”

      I leaned against the desk and met the solicitor’s nervous gaze.

      “I said that I will do as my father commands for the sake of the estate more than anything else... But while I would prefer to take my time finding a tolerable lady to be the mistress of this estate, it seems that I shall not be afforded such a concession.”

      “I— I do apologize, sir. But⁠—”

      I held up a hand to interrupt him. “My father would not expect me to marry just anyone,” I said. “Is that what you would suggest I do? Allow just… anyone to carry the Darcy name?”

      “No, indeed,” Mr. McMurray spluttered. "But I do believe that you are going to have a difficult time finding someone in time⁠—"

      He trailed off, as if he were afraid of being held personally responsible for the failures of my future courtships. I let him twist for a few moments and watched how sweat beaded beneath his thinning hairline.

      Was I really so fearsome?

      Surely, not.

      “I suppose,” I said, turning it over in my mind, “I must begin at once.”

      The lake outside had turned a bluer hue with the lowering sun. The seasons were changing, and the cypresses along the bank bent toward the water, as though commiserating with me.

      When I was a boy, I assumed that my life would be unremarkable: a succession of generations stewarding Pemberley, living and dying with the same faces around me, the same lake, the same swans.

      Now, in a single day—a single hour—everything was unsettled.

      Mr. McMurray shuffled the sheaf of documents with unnecessary care. “If I might be so bold, sir, you could—” He stopped, corrected himself—“You may wish to begin attending some of the assemblies… Have you thought of returning to London?”

      He must have noticed how quickly my brows rose.

      “If only to reacquaint yourself with eligible families of distinction,” he said hastily.

      I smiled at that, despite myself. “I do appreciate the urgency, Mr. McMurray. But I do wonder if you believe I have become something of a recluse…”

      He considered. “I imagine you have found contentment in your own company, sir. Which is to be admired in certain circumstances.”

      “But not mine.”

      His smile was brief. He reminded me of my father when he did that.

      “Just so. It is perhaps not ideal for matrimonial pursuits.”

      He was right, of course. I despised such things, and I had been almost relieved when Anne’s death had meant that all invitations to such events ceased.

      “Lambton would not be the ideal venue,” I said, though I already knew his answer.

      “Indeed, sir. London would be preferred.”

      “I will consider it. Thank you, McMurray.”

      The solicitor inclined his head, and with genuine relief, began to gather his things. His thin hands trembled slightly as he returned the documents to his valise.

      He crossed the room and hovered near the door. “If you require any assistance with introductions, or invitations, sir… My wife’s cousin is quite situated in Town. She has daughters⁠—”

      “I am quite able to make acquaintance, thank you,” I interrupted, as kindly as my impatience allowed.

      Thankfully, he took the hint.

      Dipping a final bow, he disappeared down the corridor and his footsteps echoed back to me as I stared into the dying light outside.

      By the time the drawing room clock chimed the hour, dusk had made a mauve bruise of the lake.

      I did not light any candles.

      Instead I paced, imagining the uproar this would create if I shared it with Georgiana.

      The terms of the will. The haste.

      The very possibility that, should I fail, our childhood home would go to Thomas Hardisty—a man whose only memorable achievement was once eating a half-cooked squirrel he had shot by accident on a dare.

      No.

      Pemberley and its fate were not a joke, and neither was the family name.

      My name.

      I took a bottle from the sideboard, poured a measure of whiskey and took a quick sip. As the liquor burned down my throat I wondered what could be done.

      Did it have to be this way?

      I tried to imagine my father putting his signature to this addendum, deliberate and cold. It was so unlike him—what had I done or expressed at that age that might have made him consider Thomas Hardisty as the heir to the estate?

      Had I been ill?

      Georgiana’s mother, his beloved wife, had died in childbirth— perhaps the death had made him more mindful of the precarious nature of the heredity of the estate.

      I had not considered it before that day, but my birthday was approaching with horrendous speed.

      London.

      I would have to go to London.

      Charles would be thrilled.
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      Sending a letter would have taken far too long.

      Time was of the essence.

      Before dawn had fully broken over the estate, I strode toward the stables with a small satchel thrown over my shoulder. My trunk and valet would come to London later in the day. I didn’t want to burden the staff.

      Mrs. Reynolds had her instructions.

      That was all that was required.

      My stride was so purposeful that the stableboy who scrambled out to meet me stammered his greeting and frantically flattened down his wild hair.

      He ran to Halcyon’s stall and prepared him for travel.

      “Your mount is ready, sir,” he squeaked, and I acknowledged him with a nod before I forced a smile onto my face.

      “You’ve done well, Erik,” I said as I secured my satchel to the saddle. “Halcyon looks healthy… you’ve been keeping good care of him, and I thank you for it.”

      The boy’s face brightened in an instant. “Th— Thank you, sir,” he choked out. “It’s my honor!”

      He held the gelding steady as I set my foot into the stirrup and swung up into the saddle and then took the reins. I touched the brim of my hat briefly, then turned Halcyon toward the road that led to Lambton.

      With a click of my tongue and a tightening of my thighs, and we were away.

      The road to Lambton was thick with autumn mist, which suited me. The chill bit at my face, snorted its way into my lungs, and its sting drove away every sentimental thought.

      Each hoofbeat sounded like a gavel upon the earth.

      I did not let myself slow until the morning sun, such as it was, lifted the fog in fluttering folds and the edges of London’s sprawl grew from the haze.

      After leaving my horse with a trusted stablemaster, I found Bingley—predictably—at White’s, where he had been a member barely a month thanks to my recommendation, and already they hailed him as a fixture. He was holding court over a table of gentlemen, laughing at a story about a failed fox hunt, and the only thing more blinding than his smile was the vivid green waistcoat he had chosen for the day.

      He saw me the instant I crossed the threshold. I would have preferred a subtle meeting, but Bingley had never been capable of subtlety in anything, least of all his affections.

      Much to the annoyance of his companions, he leapt up from the table, spilled a drink across the cards that had been laid out on the table, and clapped me twice on the shoulder before even thinking to greet me.

      “Darcy! I was just about to send a search party to Pemberley—have you come to rescue us from our own boredom?”

      The others at the table stood and offered their hands, faces flushed with good cheer and better liquor. I took each in turn, and Bingley secured the chair at
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