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CHAPTER 1
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“So tell me again, why am I going to Rosings?” Theophilus Darcy stretched his long legs across the floorboards of the traveling coach until his feet were not quite touching his brother’s impeccably polished boots.

Fitzwilliam Darcy grunted and shifted in his seat until his feet were free once more.

Theo grinned. So predictable. Why did he take so much pleasure in this? 

Darcy clamped his jaws together and swallowed back his sharp words. Theo would not provoke him to intemperate speech, not today. Not again.

He drew a deep breath, savoring the fragrance of the newly refreshed leather upholstery. He would never admit it to his brother, but he delighted in the scent. Simple, elegant, and made to last, exactly as it should be.

“I asked you a question, Brother dear.” Theo tapped his boot against Darcy’s.

Darcy jumped. “Stop that. There is plenty of room in this coach without you crowding me.”

Theo chuckled and pulled back just enough that Darcy would have to concede he complied, but not an inch further. “So touchy. Always have been, as I remember. You never liked sharing a seat with me, even when we were children.” He tapped Darcy’s boot again.

How was it Theo never acted his age? Now six and twenty, he displayed less decorum than Bingley or even Georgiana. Would he never behave as a responsible gentleman ought? He was finally a barrister in his own standing now. How would he ever gain the confidence of the solicitors who would bring business his way when he continued to play the role of an ill-bred adolescent?

Darcy stared at the side glass. His brother’s reflection stared back at him. Theo was a handsome fellow, with a ready smile and easy manner, much like Wickham’s. Darcy’s stomach churned. No wonder he found it so easy to make friends. 

Theo’s reflection grinned as he twitched his eyebrows into the expression he knew most rankled Darcy’s nerves. Blast and botheration! Could a man not even enjoy the scenery on a long journey? This would be a long three days indeed.

“I ask you again, why am I going to Rosings?”

Darcy huffed and the side glass fogged. “Apparently, to punish me by making this trip as unpleasant as possible.”

Theo barked out a full-bellied laugh. “Oh, I have not even begun. If that is my purpose, then I must apply myself more whole-heartedly to the task.” He slid down in the seat and parked his feet on the squabs beside Darcy.

Now he was going to scuff the new seat covers! Darcy swept Theo’s feet off. Boot heels thudded on the floor boards. “Enough!”

“Then answer me.”

“We are going to Rosings because Aunt Catherine expects us. We have a duty to her as family. She requires assistance in instructing her Steward and land managers and relies upon Pemberley to provide such assistance.”

“That is why you are going. I—as you know—know next to nothing about estate management, and if she needs contracts drawn up, a broker for another mortgage or an arbitrator for her disputes with her local tradesmen, she requires a solicitor, not my services. There is simply no need for me to be here.”

“We have a family duty to call upon her.”

“You might. But I do not. Have you forgotten she cannot stand the sight of me?”

“Who is responsible for that?”

Theo rolled his eyes. “It is not my fault the Old Bat has no sense of humor.”

“Old Bat? That is how you refer to our aunt? Such disrespect—”

“You cannot tell me you have not thought the self-same thing. Just because you are too proud to admit to your baser feelings—”

“Proud? You consider self-control and good manners marks of pride? No wonder you cannot be permitted in polite company! You give offense—”

“I give offense?” Theo leaned forward and planted his elbows on his knees. He laced his fingers and balanced his chin on his hands. “No, you have it quite reversed, dear Brother. You are the one who gives offense wherever you go.”

Darcy’s eyes bulged, and he coughed back the ungentlemanly invectives.

“Why else would Fitzwilliam Darcy keep company with one of the nouveau riche? Bingley is a jolly fellow, I grant you, but he is decidedly below you. Not only that, but apparently he is unable to control your offensive nature any better than the rest of us. I recall hearing that in Hertfordshire—”

“You are in no position to criticize my friends.” Darcy snorted. Hertfordshire was not a topic to be discussed with Theo. “Hypocrisy does not become you.”

“Hypocrisy?”

“My friends look to me for insight and advice. Yours seek you for money.”

“That is not hypocrisy. I call it generosity, of which I have been the beneficiary in the past. I am only too happy to return the favor in equal measure. One never knows when one might be in need of a generous friend or three.”

Stubborn, foolish, maddening...would he never see? “Need I remind you, my friends never had me sent down from school?”

“Wickham and I—”

Darcy lifted his hand. “Stop. I have heard this far too many times. No more excuses. Why can you not accept responsibility for what you did and be grateful I was able to persuade the Governors to reinstate you? Without that—”

“Yes, yes, I know, Prince William.” Theo flourished his hand between them and bowed from his shoulders. “Without your timely intervention, your stellar reputation, and a generous quantity of your blunt, I would never have graduated. Without your pull and your support, I would never have attended those three years at the Inns of Court. You forget however that it was I who applied myself—”

“To socializing and revelry and cards—”

“With the most notable barristers at those dinners, who have in turn set me up with connections to solicitors—”

“With whom you would never have contact, except that I pay your Bloomsbury rent.”

“What do you want me to say? That I owe all my gentlemanly standing to you?”

“You mean to tell me you would rather I withdraw—”

“No, just acknowledge I could indeed have made my way without you.”

Darcy leaned back, arms crossed tightly over his chest. “And what exactly would you have done?”

“I could have done very well for myself in the army.”

“I suppose you could have scraped together the four hundred pounds for a commission in the infantry, but where would you come up with the money to rank up? Or would you be content to spend your life as a lowly Ensign?”

“Which would not have been nearly smart enough for you. Your pride could not tolerate the possibility that I might fail to distinguish myself. You had to dictate—”

“I have never dictated—”

“You dictated I accompany you to Rosings. You know I hate it there, and Aunt Catherine hates having me.”

Darcy grumbled deep in his throat.

“You do not trust me.”

If he clamped his teeth any harder, Darcy feared one might crack. Yet, if he did not, there was a very real risk he might finally speak his mind.

“What, no response?” Theo laughed, a coarse, derisive sound. “I must be correct. You always refuse to engage me when I am right.”

No, this cheap ploy to bait him into conversation was not going to work. Darcy turned to face the side glass, even if it meant he still stared into Theo’s smug reflection.

“You could have left me behind at Pemberley easily enough. Or have you forgotten I am quite used to keeping my own establishment? Georgiana and I would have been perfectly fine on our own at home, without you.”

“Not after Ramsgate.” Darcy muttered through clenched teeth.

“So that is what this is all about? I have already told you—”

“Enough.”

“Yes, your Highness.” Theo bowed, this time touching his head to his knees.

Darcy rapped on the ceiling and jumped from the coach before it had stopped moving.

In just a few moments, his horse was readied and their journey resumed. At last, relief from Theo’s mindless droning and constant needling. He had been too much in Wickham’s company no doubt, and had picked up some of that rake’s worst traits.

At least that was finally at an end now. Not that Theo had much use for Wickham anymore, but still, the cad was safely away from the entire Darcy family and things were finally as they should be.

Now all Darcy had to do was forget one Elizabeth Bennet, and his world would once again be set completely to rights. He huffed out a heavy breath and resettled in his saddle. His horse shook his head and glanced back at him. Darcy clucked his tongue and his mount returned to his walk.

How did one young lady—one bewitching, maddening, enticing young lady—manage to discompose him so? She crept into his thoughts when he least expected. Each book he picked up, he wondered if she had read it and what her pert—or impertinent—opinions might be on it. Each trail he walked, he wondered if it would be to her liking. Each time he heard tell of an assembly or ball, he cringed, remembering again his ungentlemanly words spoken in the hearing of a young woman who was well worth pleasing.

He winced, those fateful words echoing again in his mind. ...not handsome enough to tempt me... How could he have said something not only so ungracious, but so utterly and completely untrue? Surely those words would haunt him until his dying day.

Darcy had to get her out of his head. Time with his Aunt Catherine—and cousin, Anne—was just the tonic to do it. How could a woman like Anne exist in the same world that contained an Elizabeth Bennet? The two were unalike in every imaginable way.

Lady Catherine still expected him to marry Anne.

He gulped back the bitter tang coating his tongue, the same one he always tasted whenever his aunt brought up the topic of marriage. How would he disabuse her of the notion he would marry according to her will?

Perhaps he could recommend his brother as a fitting substitute. That would ensure Theo a secure source of income if he failed as a barrister, which he might do simply to vex Darcy.

But Theo was right—Lady Catherine barely tolerated him and that only for Darcy and Georgiana’s sake. She could never accept him as a son. Blast and botheration.

A cold raindrop hit his nose. He glanced over his shoulder. Dark clouds gathered on the horizon, whipped together by a chill wind. The next posting station should be close, maybe a quarter of a mile off. Perhaps—

Thunder cracked. Heavy, cold drops pelted his face. Perhaps not.

***
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IT WAS TWO DAYS BEFORE the rains ceased. Much as Darcy wished to escape his brother's baiting, he had been obliged, long before the next watering stop, to return to the carriage, and the remainder of the first day's journey passed much as it began. The ensuing four and twenty hours drew to a close at a coaching inn in Watford, and as the third and final day dawned, Darcy woke unrefreshed. Spending the night in Hertfordshire had not been conducive to sleep, and even when he had finally drifted into a restless slumber, his dreams were haunted by memories of the previous autumn and a pair of fine eyes.

Theo had made a late night of it, joining a card-playing group of young men at a table in the public bar, and Darcy had thrown him a warning look before retiring to his room. The flagons of ale lined up on the table did not auger well for his brother who was, in Darcy's opinion, a little too fond of imbibing and then making rash decisions.

Though the rain clouds had gone, dispersed by a strong wind, the condition of the roads did not advocate riding, and thus they faced a third day of confinement within the carriage. With Darcy's lack of proper sleep and Theo's late night, neither was in a frame of mind to tolerate the other's failings, and this soon led to the resumption of an old argument.

“Something preys upon your mind, Brother.” Theo raised a hand as Darcy began to shake his head. “I am a grown man of six and twenty; why will you not confide in me?”

“There is nothing to tell, and even if there were, I doubt you would be my confidante.”

Theo grunted. “No; being of royal blood, you consider yourself above the needs of the humble mortal and yourself the only counsel you require.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and fixed Darcy with a stare. “When are you going to get off your high horse and realize you can trust me?”

“How can I trust you?” Darcy blew out a frustrated breath. “Did you see through Wickham after the Cambridge debacle? No; then you are once more in collusion with him over the study of the law—and I use the word 'study' lightly.”

Theo's normally genial countenance darkened and he sat back in his seat. “You cannot compare me to him. I completed my studies; I have a profession.”

Darcy ignored him. “Yet I foolishly placed Georgiana under your protection in Ramsgate.”

“Ramsgate was not my fault!”

“How can you absolve yourself so easily? When will you start to accept responsibility for your actions?”

“Because, I repeat, it was not my fault! I was not to blame at the time, and I am unlikely to lay claim to it several months later.”

“Yet you fell in with Wickham’s scheme.”

“I told you before, it was not by design, and I had no idea what he and that Younge woman had afoot. You should be thankful I was there. If I had not been, you probably would not have followed, and Georgiana would be lost to us.” Theo’s voice faltered, and Darcy observed his troubled countenance. No doubt his mind had travelled down a similar road to his own: it would not be the first sibling they had lost, though to different circumstances.

***
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A HEAVY SILENCE ENSUED which neither brother seemed inclined to break, each staring out of opposite windows. Eventually, the movement of the carriage was sufficient for Theo's late night to catch up with him and he slept, and Darcy pulled out his watch. Georgiana and her companion should be on their way to Town now. He sighed as he tucked the fob away. He had not wanted to leave her when they set off for Kent and though the journey to London from Derbyshire was a long one, it was worth it to know his sister would be only a few hours’ ride away. With all that had happened, he could not face leaving her so far away. He glanced at his brother’s slumbering form and his expression darkened. Theo’s suggestion he remain at Pemberley with Georgiana was quite ridiculous in the circumstances. 

He turned to stare out of the window, wishing to push Theo from his thoughts, but though he did not regret the cessation of their bickering, he now found his mind falling towards that which he would forget: Elizabeth Bennet.

Resignedly, Darcy stared at the passing countryside. They had skirted London now and were entering Kent, and with little persuasion, his mind flew back to the last time he had seen her—at the Netherfield ball.

It had been a night of mixed emotions: his determination to secure her hand for a set had not delivered the pleasurable half hour he had hoped, yet the antagonism stirred by their conversation had kept him enthralled. The behavior of her family throughout the evening—her elder sister excepted—soon followed upon this reflection and he sighed.

As if her immediate family did not present sufficient challenge, her more distant connections afforded likewise. What was the name of that peculiar man, her cousin? He was dashed if he could recall it, yet he could picture without hesitation his appalling dance with Elizabeth—the all-significant first set—and his constant shadowing of her throughout the evening.

Caroline Bingley had amused no one but herself during their journey to London over the likelihood of seeing Eliza Bennet wed to her cousin. Yet was she so far from the mark? The heir to her family estate... though his insides churned at the notion, Darcy could not deny its validity.

Within seconds, Elizabeth’s face was before him—chin slightly raised, lips almost pursed, as though struggling to contain a smile, her eyes full of intelligence and light. A familiar tight sensation grasped Darcy’s chest, and he closed his eyes. When? When would he ever forget her?

“Hey ho! What now?” With a start, Darcy looked over at Theo, who had awoken as the carriage drew to a precipitous halt. “Do we arrive so soon?”

Frowning, Darcy dropped the window, but before he could question the driver, a footman appeared at the door.

“’Tis the ford, sir, swollen by the rains and impassable just now.” He waved a hand back down the lane. “There is an inn back along the way. I will enquire for another direction.”

Sitting back in his seat, Darcy glanced over at his brother, who had resumed his usual slumped position, his feet stretched out in front of him. Thankfully, he had not returned them to the squabs.

“Dash it.” Theo sighed dramatically. “And I was so anticipating our imminent arrival. Let us hope the diversion takes several days, hey Brother?”

“Aunt Catherine expects us to arrive today; if we do not, she will be displeased.”

“Surely the Old Bat cannot object to delays caused by the elements; they answer to none of us.” Theo turned to stare out of the window. “She will hardly be contemplating my arrival with any pleasure. She will bemoan the absence of the good Colonel, and I will be at the receiving end of her displeasure from dawn until dusk, as is her custom.” He threw a keen glance at his brother. “I am her whipping boy, you know, for I favor the wrong side of the family.”

Before Darcy could muster a response to this, the footman reappeared at the window. “I am sorry, sir, the nearest bridge is a ten-mile detour. As the waters peaked some hours ago, the ford should be passable fairly soon. The innkeeper suggests you tarry a while.”

Theo snorted. “Aye, and we are likely not the first, nor the last, traveler the innkeeper has managed to turn into good business as a result of this storm!”

With little option, however, the coaching inn was where they were bound.

Theo, soon in possession of a flagon of ale, joined some local men near the hearth and took little time in settling down to enjoy their conversation, his open countenance and his ready smile more than overcoming the brevity of the acquaintance.

Unwilling to be witness to Theo charming yet another room full of strangers, Darcy walked into the inn’s dining room, picking up a newspaper as he went, and before long he was engrossed in its pages in a corner of the room. Yet his peace did not endure. Before long a party, hindered likewise by the swollen waters at the ford, came into the room to partake of a meal, and try though Darcy did to focus on the political news, their voices would intrude. With a frustrated sigh, he turned his attention to the financial reports but then his attention was caught by the mention of his aunt’s name.

Lowering the paper, he peered over it. A middle-aged couple, accompanied by an elderly lady with a wizened face, and a young lady of indiscriminate age, were sat to table partaking of their fare and freely discussing their business aloud.

“Aye, under her patronage at Hunsford parsonage.” The man continued. “Mr. Collins has done well for himself.”

Darcy frowned. That was it! Collins was the ridiculous cousin’s name. He turned back to his reading. There was little of interest for him in that person’s concerns.

“Indeed. There was much speculation when he brought home a wife,” added the lady. “And Mrs. Collins very kindly invited me and Sarah here to take tea with her. She showed us great courtesy, but then she was raised a gentleman’s daughter.”

Unable to prevent it, Darcy’s interest was stirred, and he slowly lowered the paper again.

The man nodded. “Aye, she is a good soul is Mrs. Collins. You do not see the like in this neighborhood often; the air of Hertfordshire must be agreeable, to breed such a fine woman!”

Darcy’s attention was fully caught as the sickening sense of doubt in his mind took firmer hold. Could it be? Had Caroline Bingley been correct after all? The uncomfortable lurching of his insides vied with the distaste in his mouth at such a conjecture. Yet it was not impossible...

“There you are!” Darcy started and dropped the paper into his lap as Theo appeared in the room. “The water has receded sufficiently; we may proceed. What joy!”

Theo’s intelligence was of interest to the party at the table, and they dropped any further conversation in favor of their repast, and Darcy had no choice but to follow his brother from the room.

Though Theo cast him a curious glance every now and again as their journey resumed, he refrained from speaking for some reason or other, and Darcy welcomed the respite. They had soon negotiated a careful crossing of the ford and before long they approached Hunsford and the lane leading to the entrance to Rosings Park.

He had never paid any mind to the modest parsonage before, but now it drew his gaze immediately. Before he could study it with any purpose, however, his eye was caught by the sight of the aforementioned Reverend Collins who hovered in the lane and, as the carriage passed him by, made several low sweeping bows in its general direction.

Darcy blinked rapidly; Theo was staring out of the other window, looking somewhat morose as they passed through the ornate gates, and he glanced back at the parsonage before it disappeared from view. The figure of a woman had emerged from the shadow of the doorway, unbeknownst to the parson who continued to bow as the coach faded into the distance.

Turning back, Darcy swallowed hard on the sudden constriction of his throat. It was impossible to say at this distance, but he had an awful suspicion he had just seen Elizabeth—at the home of his aunt’s parson, who had found himself a wife in Hertfordshire.

***
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LADY CATHERINE’S GREETING had been all Theo expected. The look of distaste she threw him as he entered the drawing room was sufficient to have him greet her as briefly as politeness allowed and throw himself into an armchair near the fireplace. As always, Darcy was her only object, and once she had learned of the call to duty preventing Colonel Fitzwilliam from making his annual visit, she seemed oblivious to anyone else’s presence.

The heat in the room was oppressive, with a roaring fire blazing at both ends and the lamps burning even though it was still several hours until dusk. As his aunt and brother talked, Theo slumped down in his seat. What with his late night, the long days in the carriage, the heat from the fire and the droning of his aunt’s voice, he knew he was set for oblivion before long.

Lady Catherine’s next words, however, quickened his interest. “I am led to believe you were in company with my parson last autumn, Darcy, when he visited Hertfordshire. Is it true, or did he take a liberty in implying it?”

Theo threw a quick glance at Darcy, quickly noting his drawn countenance. What was it with Hertfordshire? How frustrating he forgot to mention his curiosity to his sister in his recent letter to her; after all, she was the one who had first drawn his attention to something affecting their brother’s spirits since his return.

Conscious Darcy had thrown him a wary glance, Theo pretended a yawn and stretched out his booted feet, placing his arms behind his head as he wriggled down in his seat. He would feign interest in the fire but continue to listen.

“I am not certain I would say we were ‘in company’ precisely, though the man did have the gall to come and introduce himself.”

Lady Catherine narrowed her gaze. “Under what pretext?”

“He wished to assure me of your and my cousin’s good health when last he had seen you.”

With a nod, Lady Catherine sat back in her seat. “It was a little forward of him, I will grant you, but you cannot fault his purpose, Darcy. The Reverend Collins is a good man.”

Darcy inclined his head, and Theo shifted his position so that he had a better view of his brother’s countenance.

“Mr. Collins found himself a wife in Hertfordshire.”

“Er—indeed?” Darcy cleared his throat and tugged at his neck cloth as though its restriction caused him some discomfort, and Theo was torn between amusement at this and an avid curiosity over what caused such a reaction in his normally inscrutable brother.

In the meantime, his aunt seemed to have noticed Theo.

“I will thank you, Theophilus, for not lounging in such an ungainly fashion!” She turned back to Darcy and fixed him with a beady eye. “Yes—I expressly told him to. ‘Find a wife, Mr. Collins,’ says I before he departed for Hertfordshire ‘and a gentlewoman at that’. And of course he could not return until he did, though I understand it was not difficult. The neighborhood seemed to contain all too many single young women.”

Lady Catherine got to her feet. “It is a good match for her. Her father has visited of late, though he is now returned to Hertfordshire. Mrs. Collins seemed most attached to him.”

Darcy sank lower into his seat, his skin paling. “And he brought one of her sisters with him—a very sweet girl—along with a close friend of Mrs. Collins. They remain at the parsonage yet; you may meet with them at some point. I have condescended to have them dine here before now, and I may do so again.” She walked over to pick up her closed fan from a side table and turned about. “I was most put out to learn from Mrs. Collins she has also already made your acquaintance, Darcy. Is this true?”

Theo had lost interest by this point, but he looked up again as a small sound escaped his brother. Darcy seemed lost for words, but before he could conjecture any further, Theo let out an “Ouch” as his aunt rapped him hard on the shin with her fan.

“Sit up, Boy! You do your spine and the upholstery an equal disservice!”

She turned away and resumed her seat, and Theo rubbed his shin, his gaze still upon Darcy. If his brother’s skin paled any further, he would have to call for the apothecary. Before he could consider the matter further, however, a loud knock came upon the door and a servant entered.

“Excuse me, Ma’am,” he said, fetching up before Lady Catherine. “Your steward is here on urgent business that cannot be delayed.”

Lady Catherine rose majestically to her feet. “Send him in.” She turned to Darcy. “His timing is opportune; you can assist me with whatever it is.”

Robert Farrell entered the room, greeting Darcy as he did so, and came straight to the point.

“We have a dispute in the village, Ma’am, and it looks set to get out of hand. The notices over the enclosure of the south and west pastures were posted in the church porch but two days ago, and already Clayton is objecting. He is unlikely to muster sufficient support, but he is causing unrest. I fear there will be retribution.”

Darcy frowned. “What paperwork has he?”

“Nothing in writing, sir; it was a gentleman’s agreement.”

His interest caught by the name, Theo got to his feet, walking over to join them. “I heard something of this at the inn; I may be able to assist.” He had spoken to the very tenant they referred to as he aired his grievances loudly to all who were prepared to listen.

Lady Catherine glared at him. “Of course you cannot assist! What do you know of Estate matters?”

Theo turned to Darcy. “This predicament was spoken of and why this Clayton felt obligated to obstruct. I think—”

Darcy threw him an exasperated look. “Idle gossip is not going to solve this matter. You would make better use of your time in perusing a book.” He turned away from him dismissively. “Come, Farrell, let us repair to the estate office to consider our options.”

Lady Catherine swept after them, and Theo glared at the door as it closed. He was genial by nature, but nothing could push him further than his brother treating him like he was of no value to the world. He would be damned if he would wait for them with nothing to do but twiddle his thumbs and kick his heels like a schoolboy. 

He sprang to his feet and went over to the window. Clouds had gathered to blot out the weak Spring sunshine, and a squall of a shower was now sending water to stream down the glass. Even the weather, it seemed, was against him. There was no chance of going out.

He wandered over to his aunt’s escritoire. It was painted in the Oriental fashion, with Chinese dragons, intended, no doubt, to intimidate those sufficiently foolhardy to approach. Theo opened the desk and sat down, opening each of the small drawers and peeping into the corners. Perhaps he would unearth some terrible secret of his aunt’s. He found nothing of the least interest, however, beyond a few walnuts that could not be cracked. 

Presently, he took out a sheet of paper. It gave off an unpleasant scent—a blend of dusty lavender and rotten oranges—perfume to his aunt, no doubt. Dipping a quill in ink, he began a sketch of his aunt with fangs and bat wings, then neatly labeled it ‘The Old Bat’. The sound of a movement outside the door led him to scrunch it up into a ball and throw it into the wastebasket. 

Then, he recalled he owed his great friend, Montgomery Preston, a letter. Monty had just succeeded to his title, and Theo knew he was overdue in acknowledging it. 

Dear Sir Montgomery,

No, no, that will never do. I am sorry, my friend, Baronet or no, I cannot call you anything but Monty.

My deepest condolences on the loss of your father. Though I know you have expected the unhappy event for quite some time, I know it is difficult to step into his place nonetheless. I watched my brother endure that transition and uniquely understand the weights you must feel right now.

In your last letter, you asked me to recommend a new solicitor in London since Lyman’s untimely demise. I have several men whom you might consider to take his place. I will introduce you when next I am in Town. Sadly, I cannot say precisely when that will be, as I have been condemned to visit my aunt at Rosings by Prince William himself.

Yes, I can hear you scolding me now for calling him that. But truly, when he slips into his haughty, overbearing Master-of-all-he-surveys manner, there is simply no other way to refer to him. He still refuses to leave Georgiana in my care. I cannot begin to tell you how that infuriates me. But you well know it, so I shall not waffle on about it.

Theo dipped his pen in the ink again and reflected on his brother’s brooding silence in the carriage. A great deal of it was, naturally, Prince William playing the older disapproving brother, but not all. 

Something more than his usual irritation with me is troubling my brother, though, and I mean to get to the truth of it. To be entirely frank. I am worried about him. He has not been himself since his trip with Bingley, and I cannot make out why. Something happened in Hertfordshire, but what?

He does not gamble on anything—cards, horses or sport of any kind. He hardly drinks and would never meddle with anyone’s daughters. I can only imagine some business dealing went sour. If that is the case though, why the secrecy? If you hear anything in Town, you will let me know of course.

Theo paused and glanced over towards the window. The patter of rain against glass had ceased, and a patch of pale blue sky had reappeared, flanked by angry grey clouds. Could he risk going out? He longed more than anything to saddle Theseus and ride with the wind, but the horse had already trudged through some appalling muddy roads and deserved a rest. With a sigh, he returned his attention to his letter.

I have not forgotten about your dream of a matched team for your four-in-hand. I continue to look for such beasts as I am dragged through the countryside by His Highness. Are you really certain you wish to proceed? I know horses are your single indulgence, but still, you may wish to review your situation again before taking on such an expense.

Yours,

T.D.

He sealed the letter and strode over to fling open the window. The musty air of the room was making him irritable, he was quite certain. After days of being cooped up in a carriage with his brother, he was in desperate need of distraction. What use was the country if one did not have a chance to breathe the fresh air? 

His mind made up, Theo went in search of the sour-faced butler.

“See that this letter is sent, will you?” he said as he handed it over, and, grabbing his hat and walking stick, he set out for a walk.
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CHAPTER 2 
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The cool air did little to soothe Theo’s frustration at first, for Darcy’s dismissal had cut him more than he cared to acknowledge. Out of temper, he strode down a well-worn, familiar path cutting across the park, intent upon the grove where he had spent many a happy hour as a boy. A strong wind continued to blow, and he lowered his head, holding his hat in place as he walked, his other hand swiping his cane against the long grasses bordering the graveled path through the trees. A stream bordered it on one side, normally barely a mere trickle, but now it remained swollen to twice its usual width, and he contemplated stopping to throw some stones into its depths, keen to shed the aggression that lingered yet.

He had gone but a few paces further, however, when the sound of a voice caught his ear, drifting towards him on the breeze, and a flash of color ahead soon led him to the owner of the voice, a young lady. Halting his pace, thoroughly diverted, he stepped behind a nearby trunk to watch her, for she made a delightful picture, her skirts buffeted by the wind, her chestnut curls, unadorned by any hat, bouncing around her glowing cheeks as she turned this way and that, seeking something on the ground.

“Aha!” she finally exclaimed, and stepping towards the tree behind which he stood, grasped a fallen branch.

Feeling the inappropriateness of his seclusion, and thus his spying upon her, Theo made sure to step noisily forward, his boots crunching on the gravel path, and she looked up instantly with a gasp.

“Forgive me; I did not mean to startle you.”

With a quick smile, she shook her head. “Pay me no mind, sir. I was too fixed upon my purpose to pay heed to my surroundings.”

He indicated the aforementioned find. “Were you intent upon playing beater? I fear the shoot is under-manned if a lady is required for such actions!”

She shook her head, her curls bouncing against her cheeks. “Indeed not! My quarry is out of my reach, and this,” she waved the branch, “shall hopefully be sufficient aid.”

“It is a singular weapon, Madam. I am not certain it will suit.”

“I do not seek game, sir, though it is a prize nonetheless; yet it is at present caught in a snare.” She pointed across the stream, and a wide grin overspread Theo’s countenance as he caught sight of a bonnet fixed in the lower branches of a tree.

“A rare specimen indeed, and the like of which I have yet to bag!” He flourished his cane. “May I be so bold as to take a shot?”

She nodded, and he walked to the water’s edge, but even with his longer reach, the bonnet remained aloft and beyond him.

Theo studied the ground before him. “I believe there is but one solution, Madam. I shall brave the high seas for you and duly restore you to your bonnet.” He made an exaggerated bow before removing his hat, looking about for somewhere to rest it that it might not become too soiled, only to realize the lady was offering her gloved hand.

“I would not wish to intrude upon your leisure, sir, but if you are to come to my assistance, permit me to support you as best I can.”

He inclined his head. “It is my pleasure. I do, after all, possess the traditional accomplishments of an educated gentleman, not least of which is coming to the aid of a lady in distress.”

With a grin, Theo met her sparkling gaze, before handing his hat over for safe-keeping. She stepped aside as he took several paces back, then leapt across the stream, landing with a squelch on the other side. Flecks of muddy water patterned his trousers as his boots sank ankle deep into the soft mud at the water’s edge, and he tugged them free, slipping and stumbling his way, effectively but with little elegance, to the safety of the grass verge.

“Hey ho! I am in safe harbor—do not be alarmed, Madam!” He glanced over to where the lady stood; there was no sign of concern on her features at all, merely an impish smile enticing him far more than he wished to acknowledge. How he wished to know more of her!

Clearing his throat, Theo turned his attention to the recalcitrant bonnet, lodged somewhere above him.

“Shall I throw you the branch?” The lady indicated the discarded item which he had not thought to take with him, but he shook his head.

“I shall make do!” He raised his cane and stretched up in an attempt to dislodge the bonnet.

The lady clapped her hands together. “You are almost there, sir. One more prod should do the trick.”

Theo grasped his cane more firmly and, with a small jump, finally managed to dislodge the bonnet from its leafy hold and it tumbled down through the air straight towards him. Before he could take evasive action, it landed with perfect precision upon his own head.

A burst of laughter from the lady was, however, sufficient encouragement for him to leave it in place.

“I am tempted to retain it, Madam. It is a fine fit, and I trust you are out of countenance with it as you had tossed it aside.”

Clearly struggling to contain her amusement, she shook her head. “Indeed, I did not. It was Mother Nature’s desire, for as I entered this clearing, a gust of wind whipped it from me before I could prevent it.”

With a more successful leap this time, Theo crossed back over the stream and came to stand before her, performing his best attempt at a curtsey. Smiling widely, she held his hat out to him.

“Much as the color becomes you, sir, I believe we should trade. Gallantry must be rewarded with more than muddy boots! I am gratified I was able to preserve your hat from a similar fate.”

Theo laughed, thoroughly delighted with her, but then she too curtseyed. “And now I must repeat my thanks and say farewell for I am past due at the parsonage. Mr. Collins always expects me to return directly, and I will not be thanked for keeping him from his supper.”

She turned away as Theo inclined his head in acknowledgement. He was conscious of a twinge of disappointment; did her reference to Mr. Collins mean he had come across the wife he had so serendipitously secured in Hertfordshire? He turned his feet back towards the house, mulling upon the good fortune of some.

***
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NOT BEING PRONE TO the depression of spirits, the chance encounter had restored Theo’s natural enthusiasm and, despite his reluctance to be at Rosings, he bounced up the stone steps to the front door with a much improved air and countenance.

He made a perfunctory attempt at scraping some of the mud from his boots, then shrugged and let himself into the house, closing the door carefully so as not to alert anyone to his return.

To the either side of the doorway stood two highly polished suits of armor; these had stood in their silent positions for as far back as Theo could remember and, moreover, presented a temptation he was loath to resist. With a quick glance about to ensure he was undetected, he grinned, removing his hat and balancing it on top of the helmet of one of the figures. Pleased with his efforts, he rested his cane across the extended arms and turned around, looking for inspiration.

He was just threading two large flowers, extracted from a vase on the table in the center of the hall, into the mouthpiece of the helmet when a voice behind him made him spin about.

“What the devil do you think you are doing?”

***
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AN OMINOUS CREAKING behind Theo hinted at the disaster to come, then time seemed to stretch as the helmet toppled off the suit of armor, bounced with a loud clang, then rebounded into his brother’s shin. Theo winced at Darcy’s grimace of pain. “I was merely attempting to add a little cheer to the decor.”

Darcy bent over and rubbed his abused shin, then carefully picked up the helmet, its visor now dented and dangling loose. “This survived intact for four hundred years until you came along,” he said coldly.

“Had you not startled me, it would have been there for another four hundred,” Theo shot back.

“Had you merely respected a historical artifact, it would not have happened.”

So much for his improved spirits! Theo managed to smile despite gritted teeth. It was a skill he had practiced often. “Whatever you say, Your Highness.”

“Oh, stop that nonsense!” Darcy snapped. “Where have you been? Your boots are covered with mud.”

“I went for a walk, not that it is any of your business. My boots became muddy when I rescued a damsel in distress.”

“I hesitate to think what you might have demanded in return for whatever slight service you offered.”

“None. I came upon the parson’s wife, whose bonnet was caught in a tree. I retrieved it for her.”

Darcy’s shoulders tightened. “Why was her bonnet in a tree?”

“She said it had blown off.” Theo dropped into one of the chairs lining the wall. “It was my pleasure to help her. She is a lovely girl—all chestnut curls, bright eyes, and a lively expression. A quick wit as well. A pity she is wasted on the parson.”

His brother turned away to look out the window. “It was likely a prudent match for her,” he said coldly, then added briskly, “As it was for him. Apparently, he only sought a wife because our aunt instructed him to do so.”

“And prudence is the only important thing, is it not?” Theo said mockingly. “Heaven forbid a man should choose his wife because he finds her attractive, or even worse, because he loves her.” Despite his tone, he was watching his brother carefully. Once again, a mention of the parson had angered Darcy. What could the man have done in Hertfordshire to discompose his normally stoic brother to this degree?

“Love!” Darcy snapped. “Love is only for poets. It will not keep a roof over your head, nor will it feed your children, nor establish them in society. Love cannot keep the Pemberley estate intact for future generations. It is not the person who marries for love who suffers, but his children and their children after him.”

Theo sat back in his chair and studied his brother. “Every man owes something to his children,” he said mildly. “He also owes something to himself.”

Darcy’s lip curled. “That is what selfish men would say.”

It was time to take a risk. Cocking his head to the side, Theo said, “What is troubling you, William? You are not yourself.”

He could almost hear the mask snap back into place. “Nothing is troubling me. Nothing at all.” Darcy turned on his heel and strode away.

Theo tapped his cheek. His best hope of discovering what had happened between William and the mysterious Mr. Collins was to observe them together. A plan began to take shape in his head. True, it would mean undertaking several of his least favorite things—awakening early in the morning, attempting to be polite to his aunt, and avoiding annoying his brother—but sometimes sacrifices must be made.

***
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DARCY TRUDGED DOWN to breakfast in uncharacteristic low spirits. He had tossed and turned half the night haunted by images of his Elizabeth in Mr. Collins’s bed, giving him a leaden feeling in his stomach and a decided distaste for company.

Why could he not have remained in ignorance of her fate? Leaving her behind in Hertfordshire had been hard enough, but at least he had the minor consolation of believing she was happily engaged in life at Longbourn, and perhaps giving his memory a wistful thought from time to time. But no—he had to have his loss rubbed in his face, to see his beloved Elizabeth’s spirits ground down under the weight of life with that fool Collins. He had not expected to enjoy his stay in Kent, not when he had to deal with both his aunt and Theo, but now it had turned into a nightmare.

If only he could skip breakfast and go for a gallop over the countryside, perhaps he would be able to breathe again. He quickly squelched the thought that he might come across Elizabeth, or at least see her at a distance. Even an early morning ride was impossible, though. Theo already seemed to suspect something was troubling him, so Darcy could not afford to alter his routine. Why did his wastrel of a brother have to possess a moment of perception right now?

It had seemed a good idea to bring Theo to Rosings with him, now enough time had passed since Ramsgate to allow his fury to abate sufficiently he could speak to his younger brother without shouting at him. Darcy had even hoped Theo might have finally learned his lesson about Wickham, and the two brothers could have a rapprochement. Unfortunately, that had been wishful thinking, born of his own foolish desire for a brother who could understand him. Theo was as shallow and annoying as ever.

At least he would not have to face Theo over breakfast, since he rarely troubled himself to rise before noon. That was something for which to be grateful.

It turned out his luck had failed him in this matter as well. When Darcy entered the breakfast room, he found Theo seated beside his aunt, apparently engrossed in something she was saying. Fighting the impulse to turn on his heel and leave, Darcy instead gave them a cool greeting. The furthest seat from Theo was next to Anne, but Darcy took it anyway. At least she would not chatter at him.

The first bitter sip of coffee awoke him to the realization that something was decidedly amiss. Theo was listening to Lady Catherine. Not only that, but he was asking her opinion—and sitting up straight in his chair. And Lady Catherine, usually fulsome in her welcome to Darcy, had barely acknowledged his arrival. Darcy’s lips tightened. Theo was plotting, and whatever his goal was, it would undoubtedly have unpleasant results for Darcy. He began to attend to the conversation he had deliberately ignored until now.

”...And mark my words, Theophilus, if you wish to be a Judge some day, you will have to change your ways. The Darcy name grants you a certain degree of credibility, of course, but you will have to prove yourself worthy of other men’s trust before they will bring you their business. First you must join a club.”

“Fortunately, I already have the honor of being a member at Brooks,” said Theo deferentially. “I hope that meets your approval.”

Lady Catherine frowned. “Whites is superior to Brooks.”

“Ah, but I cannot afford the fees at Whites, so I must make do with Brooks.”

Darcy fumed. Theo could not afford Brooks either. If it was not a flat-out lie, then Theo must have been gambling or going to moneylenders. No doubt it had never occurred to him to apply that money to the rent Darcy paid for him.

With a sniff, Lady Catherine said, “I suppose you will at least meet some politicians there. It could be a start. But you must work to be invited to the finest social events.”

Theo took a sip of his chocolate, his brows furrowed. “How shall I determine which events are appropriate for me? So often I go to a Venetian breakfast or a musical soiree expecting good company, and instead it turns out to be the sort of people you have warned me to avoid.”

“I will give you a list of those on whom you may depend. If Anne’s health would permit, I could go to Town and introduce you to the proper sort of people myself, but that is impossible. You must cultivate friends who will not lead you into the way of temptation, for we have seen where that leads, young man! You will also need to learn to practice moderation. Although you must never refuse a game of cards, you must never be seen to play for high stakes. And no practical jokes! Remember, once you have earned a bad reputation for yourself, there will be no possibility of remedy. Memories are long in the ton!”

Theo was nodding solemnly. “I will have to search out men of good character, then. I shall start as soon as I return to London.”

“You must not wait so long, or you may lose your resolve as you have so often in the past!”

“Perhaps I should practice while I am here. I heard you praise your clergyman yesterday—is he the sort of fellow I should spend more time with?”

Darcy’s head shot up. What knavery was Theo planning, and why was he spouting this utter nonsense? As if Theo would ever voluntarily spend so much as a minute in the company of a fool like Mr. Collins!

“Hmm. He can do you no good in society, of course, but I suppose you could do worse than to have him as an influence on you. He understands the importance of deference to his betters.”

“I shall call on him today, then.” Theo frowned. “But no—I will have to wait until Sunday, for I have not been introduced to him.”

Lady Catherine brushed this objection away. “It is no matter. I would take you to his house and introduce you myself, but I do not wish to be away when the doctor calls on Anne. Darcy can take you. He has met Mr. Collins.”

Theo smiled as if she had granted the wish nearest his heart. “An excellent thought! I say, William, would you do me the great honor of introducing me to this paragon of parsons?”

“Of course he will! I have said so,” said Lady Catherine crossly before Darcy had time to frame a response.

***
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DARCY’S SUGGESTION of riding to the parsonage earned him an odd look from Theo, who noted it was just across the lane from Rosings Park. That was hardly the point; it might take only a quarter hour to walk there, but if they rode, he could avoid talking to Theo. He could barely think straight as it was, given his dread of seeing Elizabeth turned into Mrs. Collins, not to mention the effort of fighting to deny the part of himself that was euphoric to have the opportunity to see Elizabeth, no matter her circumstances.

There was no help for it; Darcy and Theo set forth on foot, the former in grim silence, the latter speaking cheerfully about the weather and the state of the Kentish roads. Even when Darcy failed to respond to his direct questions, Theo continued to talk as if he had not noticed, but a mocking light appeared in his eyes.

Darcy, in no mood to tolerate his younger brother’s nonsense, finally said, “What is it you want from our aunt? Money?”

Theo had the gall to smile. “Just answers.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

Shrugging, Theo said, “It is what barristers do—seek answers. If I cannot get my information from one witness, I try another.”

“She is not a witness in a courtroom. It is disrespectful of you to manipulate her as you did.”

Theo shook his head, laughing. “Only you would think so, Darcy! She will treasure the memory of this morning, when she finally made her wayward nephew see the error of his ways. There is no greater gift I can give her than to ask for her advice!”

“It would not hurt you to take a little of that advice.” Good God, he was starting to sound like Lady Catherine himself!

Theo snorted. “Really, William, that is rich.”

All the hurt and anger he had felt since hearing of Elizabeth’s marriage to Mr. Collins erupted. “I do not know why I still attempt to help you when I know full well you will simply ignore me and waste my money!” He strode ahead, refusing even to look at Theo, not pausing until he reached the parsonage gate. If Elizabeth was inside, she might be only a few dozen feet away from him.

Theo ambled up, his face unreadable. “William,” he said softly, “how many cases have I argued since being called to the bar? How many of them have I won? Who do you suppose hires me for those cases?”

Something about Theo’s voice made Darcy pause. Then a curtain in the window of the parsonage twitched, riveting Darcy’s attention. Could it be Elizabeth? “Later, Theo. They have seen us; we must not dawdle here.”

***

[image: ]


DARCY’S HEART POUNDED as a maid showed them into a crowded sitting room. His gaze was immediately drawn to Elizabeth as she placed a bookmark in her book, the sunlight from the window beside her dancing over her chestnut curls and illuminating her expressive lips.

His breath caught in his throat. She was every bit as enticing as she had been in Hertfordshire—no, more enticing, because now he knew what it was to live without her. How could she have married a man like Collins?

He tore his attention away as one of the other young women, her hair drawn back under a simple cap, approached him with a smile. He recognized her vaguely from Hertfordshire, but what was her name? He had to say something. With a bow, he said, “Miss...um...”

Elizabeth’s voice rippled with amusement as she came to his rescue. “Mr. Darcy, Miss Lucas is now Mrs. Collins.”

The woman in the cap was Mrs. Collins? Did that mean...could it mean his Elizabeth was still free? He glanced at her left hand. No wedding band! The surge of relief almost robbed him of words. 

“I... allow me to offer my best wishes on your marriage, Mrs. Collins.” He managed a formal bow, somehow, scarcely able to control his joy. “This is an unexpected pleasure, Miss Elizabeth.” He sounded like a schoolboy stumbling at his lessons.

Behind him he heard Theo clearing his throat. In the shock of being in Elizabeth’s presence, he had almost forgotten he was not alone. “Pray allow me to introduce to your acquaintance my brother, Mr. Theophilus Darcy.”

The ladies curtsied and made the appropriate sentiments. Elizabeth, her eyes sparkling, offered her hand to Theo, a privilege she had not given to Darcy. Sick jealousy filled him as his younger brother said smoothly, “I trust your bonnet is no worse for its adventures yesterday.”

“Not at all, since you were so gallant as to rescue it,” she said archly.

Heavy footsteps in the passageway heralded the arrival of Mr. Collins, his hands rubbing together in apparent pleasure at discovering the nephews of his patroness. “Mr. Darcy, how kind of you to condescend to call at my humble abode! It is a great honor. I trust my dear wife has already made you welcome. Lady Catherine has spoken of nothing but your upcoming visit for weeks. And this gentleman must be your cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam, of whom I have heard much praise. It is a great honor to make your acquaintance.”

Did the foolish man always insist on introducing himself to his betters? Darcy said icily, “That is my brother. Theo, this is Mr. Collins.”

Theo turned his warm smile on the man. “I fear I am but a poor replacement for my cousin, whose duty prevented him from making the journey. You cannot imagine, sir, how I have looked forward to this meeting.”

Yes, Theo was definitely planning mischief of some sort, but Darcy could not bring himself to care. He was with Elizabeth again, and she was free. Even if he could never have her himself, at least no one else did. 

***
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THOUGH THEO’S INTENTION for this visit to Hunsford had been to learn more about Mr. Collins and observe his brother’s interactions with the parson, he was quickly distracted from his purpose when he learned that Miss Elizabeth Bennet of the dark hair and fine eyes was not the new Mrs. Collins after all. What a relief that was! He shuddered to think of such a beautiful creature wasted on the simpering parson. 

When Mrs. Collins urged the group to be seated, Theo hung back a moment expecting his brother to claim the chair next to the young lady, as they shared a prior acquaintance, but he did not. Instead, Darcy moved to the far end of the room where he sat slightly apart from the others. Well, if his brother was not going to sit by Miss Bennet, then he would!

Theo was quickly absorbed by the lady’s expressive eyes, dancing with humor as she told the story of her recent encounter with Lady Catherine's favorite porcine princess, who had escaped from her pen and come calling at the parsonage unannounced. At the time, Mr. Collins was out on his daily parish visits along with his wife and, therefore, unavailable to offer refreshments to their guest. Miss Bennet had been forced to chase the stubborn pig out of the kitchen garden unassisted. Theo noticed how she had shown no hesitation in making light of herself as she described in great detail the strategies she had used to trick the wily pig into leaving. Her complete lack of self-consciousness in making herself appear less than perfect utterly and completely charmed him.

Several times during this story, Theo saw Miss Elizabeth glance in his brother's direction. Each time Darcy was staring at them with a vaguely disapproving look on his face. Surely, His Highness could not object to Theo talking to this young woman? She was just the sort Darcy was always telling him he should seek out in contrast to some of the other less reputable women with whom he tended to spend his time. Elizabeth Bennet was a gentleman's daughter and clearly a person of intelligence and good character. So why the sour look?

“What else have you enjoyed during your visit?” Theo inquired, turning his attention back to his companion.

“Of course, visiting with my dear friend Charlotte has been most enjoyable,” Elizabeth said, tilting her head thoughtfully, “but I believe my walks in the park would rank a close second to her company.”

“Then you must have come across old Watling, the gamekeeper, on your excursions,” Theo said, a hint of mischief in his voice.

“Do you mean that darling old man who cannot see past the length of his arm?” Elizabeth inquired.

“That would be the very one.” 

“You will forgive me, but your aunt does not seem like the sort who would pay good money to continue the employment of a man who can barely tell a sheep from a deer.” 

“You are both forgiven and correct.” Then, lowering his voice, Theo leaned closer, but soon realized his mistake. The hint of lavender emanating from her was intoxicating, but he quickly roused himself and managed to continue. “Poor Watling's position here dates back to the days of my uncle, Sir Lewis de Bourgh. The story goes that he once saved my uncle's life with the result being Sir Lewis had it specifically written into his Will that the gamekeeper could never be dismissed. He also granted him a generous pension to commence when he wished to retire.”

“But he continues to work?” Elizabeth looked a little uncertain.

“Since my aunt has never been one to give something for nothing, she has encouraged Watling to stay on. Thus, my aunt has a nearly blind gamekeeper.”

The corners of the lady’s mouth turned up slightly at this. Good Lord, she was lovely! The brightest spot in an otherwise bleak landscape of endless evenings of listening to Lady Catherine expound with great authority on matters about which she knew absolutely nothing at all. For the first time since Theo's arrival, he began to think his entire stay here might not be a complete disaster. Surely, his aunt would invite the inhabitants of the parsonage for tea and for supper at least several times a week.

“I would hope then he has adequate assistance in his duties from younger men with much sharper vision?” Elizabeth's eyes glowed in good fun as she spoke.

“Yes, and those younger men make certain Watling never carries a loaded shotgun,” Theo assured her.

“But how do they accomplish that without being discovered and wounding his feelings? Although wounding his feelings is certainly much better than wounding something else.”

Theo found himself grinning at her like a mischievous boy. “I believe after much trial and error and the near loss of that very pig who invaded your garden, they acquired a second identical shotgun which is loaded with blanks. Before he leaves on his morning rounds, they find some way to make the switch.”

Elizabeth erupted into laughter. This was not the silly giggling of a girl, nor the false tittering of a woman who was courting his favor, but a light, sweet sound like music drifting in the air. Her conversation, her humor, and oh, the sound of her laughter had drawn him in so quickly. Glancing at Darcy, Theo saw his brother was scowling again. Yes, the minute Elizabeth's laughter made its way across the room His Highness began to look as if murder was on his mind.

Suddenly, Theo had a rather unsettling thought. Could the stormy looks from his stodgy, staid brother signify he was attracted to Miss Bennet? The idea nearly made Theo spill his tea. She was lovely but not at all the sort of woman one would expect Darcy to have any interest in. The irony was too rich. This attraction, however, could explain Darcy's low spirits ever since returning from his visit to Hertfordshire last autumn, his continued lack of good cheer during the normally pleasant Christmas season, and even last night's tryst with a bottle of Lady Catherine's best brandy, for had they not both been under the mistaken assumption she was the new Mrs. Collins?

Theo's keen legal mind was forming a theory, but like any good barrister, he needed to gather further evidence before making a final judgment. To do this, he would have to give up the pleasure of Elizabeth's company and seek additional witnesses.

“Mr. Collins, I understand you have a special interest in horticulture. Might I prevail upon you for a tour of your garden?” Theo asked, turning his attention to the parson who had just taken an over large bite of his scone. With his face reddening, he began to bob his head up and down vigorously. 

Surprisingly, the quiet Miss Lucas came to her brother's rescue. “Yes, Mr. Collins takes very particular care of his garden, a healthy activity which my sister encourages at every opportunity.”

Theo was surprised. The young lady had not spoken a word for the entirety of their visit thus far, but clearly she could exert herself when she wished to.

“Is it also an interest of yours, Miss Lucas?” 

She blushed as Theo turned to look at her and promptly lost her voice again, merely nodding slightly.

Elizabeth intervened. “Oh, yes, although Maria would take no credit for it herself, it was her idea to plant the most sweetly scented flowers closest to the front door so visitors who must linger after knocking will be enveloped in the delightful fragrances.”

“Then, Miss Lucas, perhaps you would join Mr. Collins and me on our little garden tour?” Theo's suggestion was met with a girlish giggle.

As they excused themselves to go outside, Theo noted with satisfaction that Darcy was slowly making his way over to take the now available seat beside Miss Elizabeth Bennet.

***
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WALKING AROUND THE garden, Theo encouraged Collins to talk about his stay in Hertfordshire, hoping to hear more evidence to support his theory. With several not so subtle comments by the parson himself, Theo patiently drew out the story of how Lady Catherine had sent him to Hertfordshire to mend the rift with the Longbourn family and choose a bride from amongst the Bennet sisters. Theo could not believe his luck. His companion was so ridiculously indiscreet.

“What kind of flower is this?” Theo asked. As soon as Mr. Collins began to ramble on about the plant, Theo threw in another question hoping the man would just keep talking and never notice the change of topic. “Are all of her sisters as pretty as Miss Elizabeth Bennet is?”

Collins seemed to muse upon this, then spoke quietly. “The eldest, Jane, is the loveliest creature I have ever beheld. And so quiet and modest, too.”

“The perfect wife for a parson,” Theo exclaimed. “Did you not offer for her?”

Collins put a finger to his mouth as if contemplating how much to reveal, but Theo could tell the man wanted to say more. Since all that was wanting was a little encouragement, Theo nodded his head and smiled, a trick he had learned in the courtroom.

“I was told in confidence by Mrs. Bennet that Miss Bennet was soon to be engaged. To a friend of Mr. Darcy's, as it happens,” Collins informed him.

“What about this shrub with the little yellow flowers?” Theo asked, as if his very existence depended upon the parson's answer.

“Forsythia, a particular favorite of mine. I transplanted it here after Lady Catherine's gardener decided to replace it with something new,” Collins said as proudly as if they were viewing his first-born child.

“If the eldest Miss Bennet was not available, then it would seem logical to seek the hand of the next oldest. Miss Elizabeth is also very comely.”

At this, Collins blushed and turned to his sister-in-law. “Maria, would you fetch me the watering can? This poor little darling looks thirsty.” Once Maria was out of earshot, he continued. “Oh, Miss Elizabeth would have been a very unfortunate choice for me. She is so headstrong, and your aunt would never have approved.” Leaning in he confided, “It was very fortuitous she refused me, though I believe she is sorry now she has seen my charming abode here and witnessed the generosity of your aunt.”

Surprised though he was to learn of the lady’s rejection of her cousin’s hand, Theo concealed it as best he could and continued his cross-examination of Mr. Collins until Maria returned, struggling under the weight of a full watering can.
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