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Chapter 1

Laughter rings out over the green field as two horses and their riders canter along.  Mr. Darcy of Pemberley and his wife, Elizabeth, are enjoying the warmth of the day, the exhilarating feeling of racing their horses and close companionship.  Married for about three years now, they are the parents of Bennet Darcy, heir to Pemberley and the Darcy fortune, David, the second son and Ester, an infant daughter.  Contentment reigns at Pemberley as Darcy now smiles often and laughs easily, the lonely bitter years before Elizabeth came into his life, a distant memory.  Others have commented about the changed manner of the Master of Pemberley, who no longer scowls and glowers.  Elizabeth delights in the warm, witty man she has married.
As Elizabeth easily lopes her grey horse, Zephyr, she watches her husband whirl his powerful black stallion around to quickly and cleanly jump a downed large log.  Elizabeth had fretted in the past about her supposedly shy spouse’s willingness to engage in a certain degree of recklessness without thought to himself.  She convinced him mostly to rein in some of his impulsiveness, however before their ride today; Darcy already soiled his clothing when he helped some of the tenant farmers remove large fallen branches from the stream.  Barnabas, Darcy’s valet, was exasperated once again as he viewed the ruined garments but Darcy merely shrugged and smiled his twisted grin.  He will always be a hands-on Master. But Darcy really allows himself freedom when he tears across the ground on Tempest, his great stallion.  After he neatly clears the log, Elizabeth urges her mount forward to race alongside her husband.  She was gaining ground when the unthinkable occurred.
Zephyr stumbled and fell to the ground heavily.  Elizabeth catapulted out of her saddle and struck the ground forcefully; the wind knocked from her lungs.  Darcy pulled Tempest around when he noted the absence of hoof beats and the unmistakable sound of a heavy body hitting the ground.  The scene he witnesses makes his heart leap to his throat, and his chest tighten.  Elizabeth is on her hands and knees, her hair dangling around her face with her clothing torn and dirty.  Zephyr writhes on the ground, unable to stand with a useless foreleg swinging at a grotesque angle, obviously broken.
With one smooth motion, Darcy dismounts his horse and comes to his wife’s side.  “Elizabeth!  Have you broken any bones?  Allow me to look.” 
As Darcy speaks, he looks at Zephyr who has stopped her struggles but is lying on her side expelling great gasping breaths.  Elizabeth shakes her head in the negative to Darcy’s anxious questions as she sits on the ground.  Her dirt-caked face holds tiny rivulets of blood seeping through the grime which alarms Darcy further. 
“Have you struck your head, are you in any great pain?”  Darcy asks while he runs his hands over her limbs and body, searching for any hidden injuries.
“I have not broken any bones, but I feel wretched.  I hit the ground hard.  I did not expect Zephyr to fall as she did.  Is she well?”  Elizabeth searches her husband’s face for the answer, but she already knows, her horse is not well.  Darcy strokes her cheek as her tears come.
“I fear she has broken her left front leg.  There is nothing to be done.”  Darcy tells her softly.  “First though, I need to assure myself that you are not injured.”
“I just need to catch my breath.”  Elizabeth glances over at the form of her beloved horse stretched out on the ground.  She can see the animal suffering.  She fixes her eyes back on her worried spouse’s face. 
“Do what you need to do, so that her suffering will end.”  Darcy nods once then encourages Elizabeth to turn away from the scene then withdraws his pistol.  Once he comes near enough to the horse, a single shot rings out, and Elizabeth starts.  The tears she held back pour out.  Zephyr is dead.
“Are you able to stand?”  Darcy asks her.  Elizabeth stands with his help, but she feels dizzy.  In the next instant, Darcy sweeps her up and starts to carry her back to the house.  It will be a long, tedious walk, but he does not have any other option. After sniffing at Zephyr, Tempest follows behind his Master.  Elizabeth buries her face into Darcy’s strong chest, allowing his protection to sweep over her.  Stalwart as always, Darcy makes her feel safe regardless of the circumstances. She trusts him to see her home.
Fortunately, some groundsmen are working a short distance away, and they have with them a work wagon.  Darcy carefully situates Elizabeth on the wagon bed then climbs in to hold onto her as one of the men drives to the manor.  Elizabeth notes Darcy’s tight look along with the clenched jaw.
“I will be fine, Love.”  She tells him as she strokes his cheek.  “For once you will not be in trouble with Barnabas for ruining a shirt, but I may be in a bit of a fix with Ada for the condition of this dress.”
A slight softening creeps into Darcy’s face as his intense blue eyes stare at Elizabeth.  For as long as she has known him, they have had a running joke about his propensity of trashing his clothing. Barnabas, Darcy’s valet, becomes exasperated with him as still yet another garment meets its end usually because Darcy became involved in some sort of emergency or other crisis. 
“Indeed,” Darcy allows a small guarded smile.  “Barnabas will not have any further reason to be vexed with me.”
“I fear my riding ensemble is beyond repair.”  Elizabeth gestures to the tears and stains on her clothing.
Darcy kisses her temple as he whispers.  “I will buy you another.  It matters not as long as you are well.”




Chapter 2

Once they pulled up in front of the mansion, Darcy scrambles servants to summon Mrs. Reynolds and Ada.  He picks Elizabeth up once more and carries her into the house.  Ada and Mrs. Reynolds come quickly and they draw bath water and gather supplies for their Mistress.  Elizabeth assures Darcy that she will be well cared for and urges him to change into fresh clothing while she cleans up.  Darcy’s assessing and intelligent stare pierces her.  She knows he is aware she has diverted him with idle chatter about ruined garments.  He often does the same when a situation becomes dire, and he seeks to alleviate the tension with humor.  Darcy always protects those within his care.
While Darcy changes his clothing, Elizabeth seeks Mrs. Reynolds’ opinion.  Elizabeth noted the blood in her undergarments, and she dreads the truth.  Her accident caused her to miscarry her baby.  She had only spoken of the possibility of pregnancy to Darcy about a week ago when she was late with her courses.  His happiness at the possibility of a fourth child was palpable, and his unique blue eyes glowed.  Elizabeth knows the pain he will suffer from this distressing intelligence.
“Well, Mrs. Reynolds?”  Elizabeth watches the housekeeper’s face as Elizabeth finishes telling her about her symptoms and the bleeding.
“I believe that we should summon the doctor, Mrs. Darcy, but first we should let the Master know.  He will not be easy until you tell him and certainly he will not wait to hear the news from the doctor.  It is my feeling that you have suffered a miscarriage based on the amount of bleeding and the pains you have reported, but again that is for the doctor to say.”
“Very well.  Summon Mr. Darcy and while I speak with him, have a footman alert Dr. Linnington.”  Elizabeth sighs as she awaits her husband.  She is in their massive four poster bed, in a nightgown, and under some light covers.  Mrs. Reynolds left to carry out her Mistress’ orders.  How will she tell Darcy she lost their child?  Poor Fitzwilliam already suffered so much loss during his life, and he had been profoundly alone especially from the time he was two and twenty until he reached eight and twenty.  Six long lonely bitter years when he was imprisoned by the barriers he had erected around himself to protect himself from the world.  It was during this time that the gentle and humorous man Elizabeth came to love had almost been buried forever by the cold, stern, and taciturn Mr. Darcy.
The door swings open and Darcy steps into the room.  Before Elizabeth can begin to speak, he addresses her.  “I have already summoned Dr. Linnington, and he should be here shortly.  Tell me, Lizzy, what is wrong with you?  I understand you have been bumped up, and you have lost your horse, but there is more than that in your eyes.  What else is distressing you?”  He always knows, she can hide nothing from him, so the tears fall in earnest.
“After I had sat on the ground and you were taking…well, doing what needed to be done for Zephyr, the pains started.  Minor at first but then they became intense.  Cramps and pulling.  By the time we arrived at the manor, I knew something was amiss.”  Elizabeth meets his worried blue eyes with her haunted hazel ones, “I am bleeding Fitzwilliam and based on what Mrs. Reynolds believes and my own knowledge, I am fairly certain that I am losing the baby we spoke of last week.”  Sobs shake her shoulders as Darcy wraps his arms around her.  He strokes her back while rocking her and then he begins to sing to her.  Every now and again, he interrupts his song to assure her of his love and devotion.  He urges her not to fret that he is with her and they will face this tragedy together.
Dr. Linnington comes, and his assessment agrees with Mrs. Reynolds, Elizabeth is miscarrying.  He recommends rest and fluids while allowing Lizzy’s body to do what it must.  “While this is a most unfortunate event, it does not mean that Mrs. Darcy will not be able to conceive and carry children in the future.  More than likely the accident merely hastened what would have happened naturally.  Although I understand that is of little comfort now, I will return in the morning to check on you, Mrs. Darcy.  In the meantime, relax and drink plenty of liquids.  The bleeding will slow then stop in the next few days.”  Dr. Linnington bows to Darcy then makes his exit with a footman.
“I will sit with you, Elizabeth.”  Darcy props himself up on the side of the mattress.
“No Fitzwilliam, that is not necessary.  You have so much work to do.  I should seek some rest while you work on estate matters.”  Elizabeth avoids his eyes.
“Talk to me, Lizzy. Do not force me away.  Only together we are strong.  You have suffered, but you should not continue to do so alone.  Trust me; it does not end well.”  Darcy gives a wry smile.  Shuttering away his feelings for so long before meeting Elizabeth had nearly destroyed him.
“I am sorry Fitzwilliam that my foolishness caused me to lose your child.”  Elizabeth whispers but she still has not looked at him.
“Is that what you think?  That I would somehow hold you to blame for what happened?  Oh, Lizzy, you must believe me when I tell you that you hold no responsibility for what occurred.  Zephyr had stepped into a rather deep hole which caused her to fall and break her leg.  The longer grass hid the hole from view.  It is an awful accident.  We should be grateful you were not injured severely.  Regarding the baby, we are not certain you were even with child.  You have only missed one of your courses and had no other symptoms.  Lizzy, you cannot take the blame for something which remains out of your control.”  He rocks her again, and once she falls asleep, he leaves, only to return to the bedchamber with a stack of papers to peruse and ledgers to balance.
When Elizabeth awakens, it is to the sight of her spouse seated at a small desk they had moved into the bedchamber years ago.  He smiles as he peers over his glasses and Elizabeth smiles back at him.  Soon Darcy begins his running commentary about the work he is doing, gossip he has heard and anything else which springs up in his mind.  Elizabeth finds the familiar routine to be comforting, and she laughs at his silly stories and witty remarks.  He hands her a paper, and she shakes with mirth.  It is another of his ridiculous stick drawings.  This time he tried to sketch Pemberley house, and the rendition is as poor as any of his other drawings.  Elizabeth appreciates his attempts to lighten her mood and finds herself in a better frame of mind due to his efforts.
The following morning after a light breakfast, Elizabeth is seated in the study waiting for Darcy to enter.  Darcy is talking with Mr. Scovell about a small estate matter, and it is not long before he enters the room and sits behind his massive and imposing desk.  Unknown to Darcy is that Elizabeth has been doing some writing when he is out on rounds or attending meetings and she usually prefers to sit at his desk while she works.  Her stories are entertaining and contain some of her wit while also giving a commentary on women’s issues through the use of various characters.  Elizabeth is shy about Darcy viewing her work, so she has always gathered up her supplies before Darcy spies them.
Today, she became distracted, and her efforts are on his desk, forgotten by Elizabeth when she went to retrieve her book.  Darcy is fastidious about his desk, and he is aware when of any of his possessions or papers are out of the order he placed them in, so he quickly notes the stack of foolscap with Elizabeth’s writing on them.
“What are these, Elizabeth?  I did not know that you wrote.”  Darcy starts to read her words.
“Please, Fitzwilliam, no!”  Elizabeth protests as she flushes a brilliant shade of red.  “I only write as a hobby, as something fun to do when certain ideas present themselves.  I do not have any intention of anyone reading those.”
“Why on earth not?  They are well-written from what I can see, a few of your observations are quite witty.”  Darcy is amusedly smiling as he reads his wife’s words.  However, the smile starts to evaporate, then soon his lips harden into a thin line.  He begins to twist his signet ring, his agitation, and nervousness apparent.  Next, he removes his glasses, twirls them twice in his fingers and replaces them on the bridge of his nose as a scowl begins to appear along with his piercing stare over his bifocals.
“Well, ah, Elizabeth, once more I must tell you that your writing is excellent, but I am concerned about your topic.  With your intelligence, I am sure that you must at times be frustrated with the plight of women in England, but I did not think that I was such a man as the one you have described in this narrative.  I strive to be a husband who understands his wife and allows her freedoms not normally found in most marriages, but it appears that perhaps you may not be content.”
Darcy’s expression is becoming downright surly, and Elizabeth realizes that he thinks she has written about him and his feelings are hurt!  Elizabeth takes a deep breath as she steadies herself to address her complex yet lovable spouse. However, she cannot keep some mirth out of her voice.
“Fitzwilliam, I am utterly and completely content here with you at Pemberley.  It is precisely because you are so wonderful that it calls to my attention how so many other men are sorely lacking compared to you.”
“Truly?”
Elizabeth goes to him where he still sits behind the desk, and she bends while placing her forehead against his so she may gaze into his eyes.  “Most assuredly so.  I love you.”  The tension and stern look melts away as Elizabeth kisses him, but she starts to chuckle.
“Are you laughing at me?”  Darcy asks as he pulls her on his lap.
“Only a little.”
“I hope you will continue to write.”  Darcy’s comment is muffled as he returns Elizabeth’s kisses, and she nods her affirmation. 




Chapter 3

The next few weeks passed.  Elizabeth is healed fully from her ordeal, and the bleeding from the possible miscarriage halted.  Marital intimacies have resumed, and Darcy is once more at ease.  However, he notices that while Elizabeth is mostly returned to her usual perky and teasing manner, at times, she sports a certain sadness.  Times with the children always bring a ready laugh and sparkle to her, but when she is alone, he watches as a melancholy engulfs her.  Elizabeth has assured him that she accepted the loss of the baby although the pregnancy could not have been confirmed at such an early juncture.  Darcy believes her intellect will serve her well and she will come to terms with the unfortunate event.
Darcy tries to interest her in selecting another mount to ride since they enjoy the activity, but she continues to put off a trip to the stables and once in a bout of anger, snaps at him while telling him to leave the matter rest.  Her comments hurt but she came to him later and asked his forgiveness which he willing granted.  They spoke more of her feelings about loss, and much of the sadness seemed to disappear then.  Darcy realizes Elizabeth sought out the comfort and protection only he can give her.  Even so, he wishes to put the unpleasant feelings behind and a letter from Mr. Cullip, the solicitor, gives Darcy an idea.
Darcy is in his massive study reading his mail and watching the antics of three-year-old Bennet and his younger brother David.  Lizzy is on the settee with the infant Ester, and she chuckles as the two boys try to build a small tower with their building blocks.  The efforts lead to the blocks tumbling more often than not as small fingers along with impulsiveness on David’s part makes for frequent mistakes.  Bennet puckers his lips, not unlike his father does, as he watches his sibling push over still yet another pile.  Darcy’s blue eyes shine with warmth as he returns to the stack of papers on his desk. 
“I have here a letter from Mr. Cullip, and he wishes for a meeting with me to go over the last details regarding the newest mill.  It would mean a trip to London, but I hoped perhaps you would consider accompanying me.  We need not stay long, and I would be thrilled to show you some of the diversions found in Town.  The newsprint has an article about a smaller symphony performance, similar to one Henry and I attended years ago in which the music performed was taken from different composers from different times and countries.  There is an explanation given before some of the pieces in which the history of the piece is told along with other facts.  Lady Matlock has found these events to be most delightful.”  Darcy leans back in his chair as he removes his glasses.
Elizabeth shifts Ester from her shoulder onto her lap as she smiles at the baby.  Soft gurgles and mews issue forth as the baby fixes her eyes on her Mama’s face.  “It sounds wonderful.  I would enjoy spending some time alone with you, but what of the children?”
“It is my belief we would only be absent a couple of weeks then we would return.  I suggest we leave the children here at Pemberley.  The nanny and nurse have all well in hand.  Once my business is completed, we may leave London sooner if that is your desire.”  Darcy rolls the small ball he keeps on his desk, but his movement catches the attention of David.
“Ba?  Papa?” David outstretches his hands to his father.
Darcy gives an indulgent smile as he hands the ball to the beaming toddler.  Bennet watches the exchange closely, the building blocks forgotten.  The stare he gives to his father is full of reproach, but Elizabeth chuckles as Darcy opens another drawer, producing a second ball which he then gives to Bennet.  A minor battle averted.
“You plan for every possible outcome, do you not, My Husband?” 
“Indeed.  What say you to a short journey to Town?”  Darcy wiggles his brows and smiles rakishly at his wife.
“How can I refuse a man such as you?”  Lizzy responds saucily.
“You cannot.  Remember last night?”  The small upturn to his mouth is present.  It was this lopsided grin which Elizabeth found endearing as she came to know more of Darcy.
“Mr. Darcy! You are naughty.  Do not say such, in front of the children no less!”  Elizabeth’s blushes red and hot.  She narrows her eyes at her laughing and smug spouse. 
Orders are given, and servants are summoned to make ready for a trip to London.  Elizabeth will miss her children as will Darcy, but she does anticipate the time alone with her glorious husband.  The morning of their departure has two of the Darcy carriages loaded with trunks and other personal effects.  Barnabas and Ada will travel in the smaller coach along with a few maids leaving Darcy and Elizabeth to travel alone in the first carriage.  Tempest will be ponied along too as Darcy rarely leaves without taking his stallion with him.  Fast, furious rides will be taken, even when in London.
From a distance and hidden in the leafy trees, a pair of eyes watches the activity occurring in the front drive of Pemberley.  The owner of those crafty eyes did not know Darcy planned a trip, but he will watch and follow the Darcy carriages at a distance to see where the haughty Master of Pemberley is going.  He doubts he will have a chance to strike during the trip as many footmen are accompanying the carriages.  Darcy’s drivers are armed and know how to use pistols and long guns effectively.  Darcy insisted on the training after he and his cousin Henry were ambushed some years ago during a return trip to London from Kent.  Darcy rarely is unprepared for an emergency and more frustrating is Darcy’s ability to react quickly when a crisis arises.
A muttered curse and a cigarette flung to the ground speak to the man’s vexation.  “Damn Darcy, damn him and his fortune.  Damn him and his seeming good luck.  It will not last forever; I will see it does not.”
These same eyes had watched only a few weeks ago when Mrs. Darcy’s horse fell after breaking its leg.  The man did not wish for Mrs. Darcy to know injury or pain as he actually likes Mrs. Darcy and admires her.  His satisfaction had come from watching the angst Darcy went through as he assured himself his wife was not seriously injured.  No, he would not wish ill upon Mrs. Darcy. 
“Too bad that blasted black stallion of his had not fallen and broken both of their necks.  Would have made things much easier for me, for all of us.”  The man grinds the cigarette butt into the dirt with his boot heel then melts back farther into the trees where his horse waits.  He will follow, watch and wait.




Chapter 4

The Darcys arrive in London without incident and are welcomed warmly by the Darcy House staff.  Mrs. Ball hopes the children will be arriving as well, but she knows disappointment when it is revealed the children remain at Pemberley.  Cards soon arrive with invitations to dinners and parties from those who remain in London in spite of the increasing summer heat.  Jonesy and Kitty are already in Town much to the delight of Darcy and Lizzy.  Mrs. Cleese, the former Miss Bingley, is also in Town so Elizabeth will have some female company to occupy her when Darcy meets with Mr. Cullip.
Mrs. Cleese had made an unfortunate match to an older man who had stripped her of her sizable dowry, treated her poorly, then when he passed, he left her a small amount of money along with a modest cabin.  Mr. Cleese’s children from a prior marriage took pity on Caroline and added to her funds but then ceased any contact with her.  For Caroline, the arrangement suited her.  She did not wish to be reminded of the foolishness she practiced, and in the end, because Jane and Lizzy have been such loyal supporters and friends, Caroline developed a true friendship with the former Bennet sisters.  Now Caroline is a welcomed guest in Mrs. Darcy’s homes or Mrs. Bingley’s homes.
While Darcy and Jonesy meet with Mr. Cullip, Jonesy being included because he was summoned as well, Elizabeth entertains Caroline and Kitty in one of the salons at Darcy house.  A breeze shuffles the curtains and keeps the worst of the heat at bay and Mrs. Ball delivered some lemonade to the room.  The ladies are cool and comfortable. 
Kitty speaks first.  “Caroline, I must thank you once again for your kind words and understanding when Jonesy and I lost our child.  I understand how difficult it must have been for you to be reminded of your loss.”  Kitty squeezes Caroline’s hand.
Caroline had birthed a boy during her short marriage, who was named John but the child perished at one year of age due to a wicked illness with a high spiking fever.  Caroline was devastated, but again her friends rallied around her.  “The loss of John will always be with me but as each year passes the pain recedes further.  I trust, your daughters have brought you joy?”
“Yes, both have.  Jonesy is quite the doting father over his two precious girls.  They look at him with their big luminous eyes, and he simply melts.”
Caroline’s smiles genuinely.  “I have noted Charles and Darcy to be quite taken with their offspring as well.  It is unusual for men to show such an interest.”
“I think it is a ready excuse for them to act like children themselves.  They may play with the toys and act silly without raising any suspicion.  Fitzwilliam once told me that men are like children only with bigger toys.”  Elizabeth and the others snicker.  On more than one occasion, Darcy, Bingley, and Jonesy have all been caught playing with the children’s toys.  “Did you both enjoy the performance last night?  Fitzwilliam told me the smaller production would be most satisfying as the musicians play pieces not usually heard.”  Elizabeth sips from her glass.
“I did not know much about the Gregorian Chants until last night.  So much history to learn.  One can never know it all.”  Kitty remarks.
“I was subjected to a lecture about chants early this morning over breakfast.”  Lizzy confides.  She then deepens her voice as she repeats some of the facts Darcy expounded upon.  “The Gregorian Chants more than likely were named such to honor Pope Gregory II, but later lore gave authorship to Gregory the Great.  Charlemagne, who once held the title of Holy Roman Emperor, spread the chants throughout his empire.  The chants themselves are monophony, meaning a single line melody with a flexible rhythm.  Latin words are sung to it with male singers.”  Lizzy laughs as she reveals she suffered a glower when she asked Darcy if females would be allowed to sing the chant.
“Oh my, I thought Darcy mellowed, Lizzy?”  Kitty asks with a smirk.
“He has.  He will be vexed with me for sharing, but he then proceeded to try to sing some of the chants himself all the while mugging and puckering.  He quickly became all aloof and stern once the staff returned to the room with the rest of the breakfast offerings.”  More giggles occur.  After Caroline and Kitty return to their homes, Lizzy awaits Darcy in the library.  She selected a book of poetry and sat to read it when she heard his footfalls in the hallway.  Closing the book and laying it on the table, she goes in search of her husband.
“Is your work completed?” She asks as she watches him hand off a satchel of papers to be stowed in his study.
“Almost.  Most of the details have been finalized so tomorrow’s meeting should be over quickly.  Will you accompany me to our chambers?”  Darcy holds his arm out for Elizabeth.  Once in their shared chambers, he speaks again.  “I miss Pemberley.  Darcy House is a home as much as it can be but there is still a certain amount of propriety which must be adhered to.  I long to kick off my boots and shed my coats but I fear the staff would suffer apoplexy to see me so casual.  Then one never knows who may call once he has heard we are in residence.”  Darcy snorts his frustration. 
“Remember the shocked looks and flushes when the staff first realized you shared my sleeping quarters?”  Darcy grins his lopsided grin when he notes the flush to Elizabeth’s cheeks. “I think they are quite over the shock now, My Dear.  No need to fret.”  Elizabeth smiles and ducks her head.  “Most husbands wish for a genteel lady during the day and a wanton wife at night,”  Darcy concludes.
“Mr. Darcy, you say some provocative things.  To think you once told me that you were so shy.”  Elizabeth teases him.
“I am, I still become taciturn and cold in large groups.  Only at Pemberley can I truly relax but with you, I have come to let more of my reticence fade.  Why at the formal dinner the other night, I spoke with three other gentlemen I had not met prior.  I even can recall their names.  I am practicing, Lizzy.”  Darcy states with pomp.
That night at the mealtime, Elizabeth sees that Darcy is not as easy as he would be if they were at Pemberley.  Even though they are not hosting anyone tonight, Darcy feels obligated to maintain strict manners and decorum.  But the effort costs him as it always does and a trace amount of broodiness enters his being.  After watching him twirl his signet ring around his finger, another sure sign of agitation, Elizabeth suggests he take a ride on Tempest before the sun sets.  Darcy largely grins as he leaves.  What Elizabeth does not know is that on impulse, Darcy decides to take a stroll down the alleyway behind the carriage house.  A set of eyes maliciously glare as they mark Darcy’s movements.
Once Darcy is a safe distance away from the carriage house, three burly men descend upon him.  Caught unaware, Darcy does not have time to defend himself.  The blows come swift and relentless.  Next, a burlap sack goes over his head as the punches continue.  Darcy falls over with a crash, and the punches cease to be replaced by vicious kicks.  He is aware of being lifted up and dumped into a cart; then he knows he is being hauled away to somewhere.  A hand finds his throat and tightens around it, cutting off enough air so Darcy cannot cry out but is allowed to breathe.  No one sees the encounter and Elizabeth remains unaware her husband has been abducted. 




Chapter 5

The frightening journey lasts for an hour or more.  Darcy perceives that the wagon turned many times and with his head covered, he quickly becomes disoriented.  The wagon lurches to a stop then hands roughly grab him once more.  He is made to stand with the sack still on his head while someone puts a tight choke hold on him.  His waistcoat and vest are stripped from him; his cravat ripped harshly from his neck so that it leaves burns on the skin, and his pockets are relieved of their contents.  A cruel shove lands him on the ground where once more kicks and punches rain down on his bruised body.
“Check him.”  One of the men harshly grates as he draws heavy breaths.  The men expended much energy battering Darcy.  As another man bends over and pulls the sack off of Darcy’s face, Darcy holds his breath.  He hopes they will believe him dead.  He knows he will be if they continue beating him much longer.
“He is not breathing.  He’s done.”  The man who leaned over Darcy states flatly.
A fourth man who had not participated in the attack speaks.  “Make sure he’s dead.  I don’t want this messed up like before.  This incident needs to look like a robbery with an unfortunate outcome for Mr. Darcy.  There can be no mistakes.”  The man growls.  Darcy thinks he recognizes the voice, but he dares not open his eyes or betray himself, so he draws shallow breaths and concentrates on lying still.
“We can just shoot him and be done with it.”  Another man suggests.  The man with the familiar voice speaks once more.
“No you fools.  We must avoid drawing attention to ourselves.  As it is, we do not know if anyone took notice of our wagon.  It must look like a simple robbery.  The constable will pin the deed on some unfortunate soul to satisfy the family, and we will escape suspicion.”
The first man gives a swift and brutal kick to Darcy’s ribs and nods as he hears a slight cracking noise.  In spite of the pain, Darcy uses all of his forbearance not to cry out or move.  “He’s dead.  No one could lay there like that when his ribs are kicked in.  He must have died when you held onto his neck.  You strangled him.”  Gruff laughter sounds from the burly men.  “What now?”
“Leave him.  Let someone find him and report the crime then.  Here’s your coin, go have a drink after you clean yourselves up.”  The familiar voice orders.  Then the voice sneers, “You boys have some blood on yourselves.”  Darcy hears the man’s horse gallop off and he hears the other three climb back into the wagon then he hears it drive off.  For many moments, he stays down as numerous aches and pains make themselves known.  Darcy tastes his blood in his mouth, and he grimaces as he takes a deeper breath.  The last kick has broken a rib or two.  After he feels certain the men have left, Darcy knows he needs to seek shelter somewhere in case they return.
Sitting up took an inordinate amount of time, and his head swam.  His blurred vision took a moment to clear and then he makes out the outline of a large building.  As he peers into the darkness farther and the building comes into focus, Darcy almost laughs.  The building belongs to Mr. Gardiner, Elizabeth’s uncle.  Darcy fumbles in his pocket, hoping the men have not taken everything. 
“Keys, keys, keys.”  He mutters over and over as trembling fingers reach deeper into his breeches’ pocket.  Finally, he finds them, and he whispers a silent prayer of thanksgiving.  With great effort, he lurches to his feet; sways then steadies himself.  A few years ago he would have scoffed at the idea of relations in trade, now Mr. Gardiner is family as well as a business partner.  The irony does not escape him.
Darcy runs a hand over his face and feels his swollen lips and eyelids.  “I must look a mess.”  He mutters. 
He staggers around the building to one of the doors then places the key in the lock.  A satisfying click announces that he has unlocked the door.  Once inside, he swings the door closed and locks it.  Darcy notes the grimy windows, and on the off chance the men return and decide he has sought shelter in the warehouse, Darcy decides to avoid the windows.  Spotting a smooth area behind a stack of raw wool, Darcy shuffles over there and pulls a small amount of wool down to fashion a softer place to recline upon.  If he tries to return home tonight in the dark, he runs the risk of coming into contact with his attackers or some other rogues.  Daylight will offer some protection, and by then his family will be looking for him.  He hates the thought of the worry and suffering Elizabeth will endure, but he knows he cannot physically make the walk tonight.
As Darcy settles on the makeshift patch of wool, he first thanks God that he has survived the brutal attack.  Then he tries to figure out who the familiar voice belongs to. Finding no success, he ponders what the men wanted to gain by attacking him.  A simple mugging was not the answer as evidenced by the conversation Darcy overheard.  Granted, they had relieved him of his money clip and his watch and fob.  Odd, he still has his signet ring on. 
“Too much of a possibility of being found out if the ring was in their possession.”  Darcy reasons out loud.  “The money clip will be easy enough to pawn or trade, and the money naturally will be spent.”
Darcy snickers a little even though he is in great pain.  He will not miss the watch and fob.  The watch kept time poorly and he could not rely on it.  Jonesy had gifted him the watch some Christmas long ago, and Darcy did not wish to offend Jonesy by not carrying the watch.  Now he has an excuse about why he no longer possesses it.  The watch is of high quality, but for whatever reason, it did not keep time.  Jonesy always seemed more than casually interested in knowing if Darcy kept the watch with him, now as Darcy thinks about it, he feels that Jonesy gave him the malfunctioning watch as a prank.
“Must have been in retaliation for all of the roosters I turned loose in his backyard at his London townhome.  The local constable was not at all pleased with the complaints he received early in the morning when all ten of those roosters started crowing.”  Darcy stiffly shifts as he speaks into the darkness once more.  “Jonesy swore he would even the score after the cross constable visited him.”  Darcy sighs and decides he must be losing his mind to be talking to himself like this.  “Using your own humor to comfort yourself, eh Darcy?”  Darcy’s eyes drift shut, and he falls into a deep sleep.
Hours later, Darcy is awake and notes a pale light is starting to creep into the warehouse.  Dawn is breaking.  Slowly he begins to move cramped muscles.  He will go outside while most are still abed and he will seek help from Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner.  He will be safe there, and Elizabeth will learn of his misfortune quickly.  Plus he will not have to walk so far thus avoiding other undesirable people during his walk.  The pain in his side from his broken ribs is intense, and he curses from the effort of standing.  He makes his way to the outside and locks the door behind him.  He marks his scattered garments left from the night before and thinks it best to leave them.
A dark, humorless chuckle escapes, Barnabas would fume if he saw the condition of these clothes.  Darcy gains his bearings and starts in the direction of Cheapside and the home of the Gardiners. Once along the way, he happens upon one man who looks at him questionably.  The man addresses him, and Darcy responds.  “Too much ale and a brawl.  I ended up on the short end of the stick.”  The American phrase works. The man nods knowingly and does not question Darcy further.
By the time Darcy arrives at the Gardiners’, the sun is bright, and the heat is building.  Darcy leans into the doorframe as he rings the bell.  Sweat glistens on his face, his body screams for rest, and he is exceedingly thirsty.  The maid who answers the door cries out in fright and Darcy literally falls into the foyer. 
“Mr. Darcy.  Tell Mr. Gardiner that Mr. Darcy needs to see him immediately.”  Darcy grates out.  As the maid runs off to alert the house, Darcy pulls himself onto the small settee and slumps on it.  Mr. Gardiner is the first to arrive, and he orders his servants to prepare a bath, gather clothing and sends a man to summon the constable.
Mrs. Gardiner rushes off to retrieve some water for Darcy to drink.  Once Darcy drinks some of the soothing fluid, he begins to speak.  “Please send someone immediately to Darcy House so Elizabeth can know some relief.  I have been from home since last evening.” 
Darcy recounts the events of last night and this morning to the Gardiners.  Mr. Gardiner sent one of his men to have the most prominent Dr. Hardin come to attend and assess Darcy.  In the meantime, Mr. Gardiner’s personal manservant assists Darcy with a bath and a change of clothes.  Darcy is put into a large comfortable bed in the guest quarters and given more to drink.  Darcy tries to rest, but between the knowledge that Elizabeth must be frantic and his broken ribs, Darcy finds no relief.
Elizabeth’s panicked voice soon reaches his ears.  “Where is he?  I must go to him at once.”  In seconds she is in his room and flies to the bed. 
Darcy holds up a hand to stay her from hugging him; his ribs will not allow it.  Elizabeth sobs when she views his bruised face.  She grabs a chair and pulls it next to the bed, sits on it and grasps his hand.  Slowly he tells her about the attack and the night alone in the warehouse.  He tries to jest a little with her when he relays to her how he talked to himself and that he finally figured out the prank behind the faulty watch.  Elizabeth is not easily placated.  She had not slept during the night, and she had the summoned the authorities to look for her husband.  No one knew what had become of him.  He simply vanished without a trace.   The authorities held little hope of a positive outcome.
Elizabeth sent out missives by special courier to Henry, Jonesy, and Bingley.  Jonesy and Kitty arrived at Darcy House immediately after receiving their note, but it will take the Bingleys and the Fitzwilliams much longer.  Georgiana was also notified, and she sent word she was on her way along with her husband, Lord Marsden.  A knock on the door signals the arrival of Dr. Hardin and it is immediately evident that the good man is not pleased to be in this neighborhood. He is tall and thin, stately with white hair and intelligent brown eyes but without a trace of warmth. 
After the greetings, Dr. Hardin looks pointedly at Elizabeth before he starts his exam and questioning.  “She stays,”  Darcy says flatly.
Dr. Hardin draws in a breath and regards his patient closely.  Darcy is peeved at the man’s haughtiness.  “Very well, what has befallen you?”  Dr. Hardin adjusts his spectacles farther up his nose as Darcy describes the attack and his injuries.  Once the physical exam commences, Elizabeth gasps as she notes the contusions and scrapes all over Darcy’s person.  Dr. Hardin pauses and addresses Darcy. 
“She will not have a case of the vapors?  I cannot afford to attend to another patient at this moment, Mr. Darcy.”  The doctor says Darcy’s name with sarcasm.  The doctor does not believe this battered man is Darcy of Pemberley.
“She will not, she stays.”  Darcy reiterates once more, but Darcy’s own wicked wit is rising to the fore.  “It was the last wallop, pardon my French, to my ribs which is causing me the most discomfort.  I believe I have some broken ribs.  Each breath has been difficult.”  Darcy uses the word, which traces its origins back to Old French, to annoy the prim man and the pursed mouth and dour expression proves his point.
“Did you cough up any blood during this whole incident?” The doctor is satisfied when Darcy responds that he did not.  “I do not believe then that you have lacerated any of the internal organs.  Rest, fluids and some draughts which I will leave for you should have you recover without concern.  Oh and I suppose you will require laudanum?”  Dr. Hardin says with a hint of a sneer.  “You may allow your wife a small amount should she need to calm down.” Elizabeth grabs Darcy’s hand tighter and shakes her head because she knows Darcy is about to lose his calm and give the pompous man a tongue lashing.  Instead, Darcy gives him a last poke.
“Must I finish all of the medicines?”  Even though Darcy has always hated to take medicines of any kind and will avoid doing so, Darcy wishes further to annoy this presumptuous doctor with an inane question.
“Now why would you not wish to?”  Dr. Hardin dryly responds as he peers over his glasses with an emotionless stare.  The men are taking the measure of each other, but Elizabeth sees the small upturn of Darcy’s mouth and knows he is sporting with the priggish man.  The gesture eases Elizabeth’s heart; her husband will be fine.  With a huff and smart pivot, the doctor exits the room.
“I do not think he believes you are Mr. Darcy of Pemberley.  He made his disdain known and you did little to convince him otherwise.”  Elizabeth states.  “Did you hear him mutter about the word ‘wallop’ as he departed?”
Darcy’s signature grin is in place.  “Indeed I did.  While follies and whims do divert me, I would never wish to ridicule what is wise and good.”
“Impossible.”
As the doctor reaches the hallway, Jonesy arrives.  Dr. Hardin recognizes the man as one of the major holders of the new tramway and the astute partner of the esteemed Mr. Darcy.  As the doctor colors, knowing he has made a blunder, he addresses Jonesy.  “Mr. Jones, Sir.  What brings you here?”
Jonesy barely returns the greeting.  “Mr. Darcy.  Where is my friend?”  Mrs. Gardiner hugs Jonesy and leads him to the guest chamber.  Dr. Hardin’s curiosity cannot be contained, and he follows Jonesy back.
“Darcy!”  Jonesy exclaims, “You look awful!  What has happened?”
“Please, I will tell you all, but I must know some things first.”  Jonesy nods his acceptance.  “Does anyone know you are here and how did you arrive?”  Jonesy understands Darcy’s caution.  Scandal and gossip can ruin future prospects.
Jonesy motions to the doctor then replies.  “No one.  Kitty remains at Darcy House to squelch any rumors there, and I came here on horseback.  Less obvious.”
“Good, well done. I must figure out a way to return to Darcy House without drawing attention to myself.  Any of the carriages will be too conspicuous.”
“I will take you there in my carriage.  No one will think much of it.  I would be honored to do so, Mr. Darcy.”  A contrite Dr. Hardin offers.  Darcy fixes the man with a cold, impassive stare as the moment lengthens then Darcy dips his head regally.
“Done.” Darcy states.  Jonesy shoots a knowing glance at Elizabeth as Darcy accepts the doctor’s offer.  Dr. Hardin had unwittingly ignited Darcy’s ire, and now the battle for dominance has been won.




Chapter 6

After giving Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner profuse thanks and praise for their assistance, Elizabeth and Darcy depart to Darcy House in the doctor’s carriage with Dr. Hardin.  Jonesy is riding alongside with a pensive look and Darcy is grimacing as the carriage bounces on some bumps.  Once Darcy is settled in the Master’s chambers with an inordinate amount of directing and advice from Dr. Hardin, Darcy starts to relax.  The doctor left after assuring all of the elixirs arrived without issue, and his directions to Barnabas were precise and exacting.  Jonesy, Kitty, and Elizabeth are in Darcy’s chambers, and they are discussing what little they know of the attack.
“I recognized the one man’s voice, but I cannot put a name to it.  The others, I believe are just hired thugs to do the dirty work.  Until I know who the voice belongs to, I am willing to let the authorities treat this as a robbery, but we know that is not the case.  Henry will be here soon, and I would like to gather his thoughts on the matter.”  Darcy eyes the cups Barnabas has just brought in, no doubt containing foul and nasty concoctions for Darcy to consume. 
“I have your medicines, Sir.  Dr. Hardin was very specific when he stated that all of them must be consumed.”  Barnabas raises his brows.  “I did not know the doctor knew you, Sir.”
“He and I have not met before.”
“Then he appears to be an astute man.”  Barnabas waits as Darcy finishes all the liquids, then he checks each cup, satisfied that Darcy did not miss any.  After Barnabas leaves, Elizabeth quietly speaks.
“I have sent messages to Georgiana and Henry, telling them that you have been found.  They will still arrive, but I sought to ease some of their worries.”
“Thank you, Love.  I plan to look over some of my most recent ventures to see if I can jog my memory.  Perhaps I have angered someone recently, and he seeks revenge.”
“Jog your memory?  Fitz, Henry will blast you for that saying.”  Jonesy laughingly says.
“Indeed, he shall.  Do not call me Fitz.”
“Shouldn’t you be resting instead of working, Fitzwilliam?”  Elizabeth’s concern is evident.
“I will rest while I read but I plan to leave this bed yet today.  The worse thing I can do is allow these muscles to tighten.  Furthermore, if I stay prone, I will not breathe as deeply due to the cracked ribs and my inactivity which may lead to pneumonia.”
“Well while you are perusing your papers, I brought along some more for you to sign.  I met with Mr. Cullip as we planned, finished the last work regarding the mill, and offered him a lame excuse for your absence.  Keeps the gossip to a minimum.”  Jonesy gives the documents to Darcy as he eyes his friend closely.  “I thought you promised Elizabeth to be more careful, to take better care of yourself?”
“I am.  I had no idea those men were lurking about and no idea I would end up in this condition.”
“Take care of yourself, Darcy.  There is more to this incident than we are aware.”  Jonesy and Kitty depart to their townhome but will return tomorrow for a small dinner.  They will bring their daughters as well, at the insistence of Elizabeth.
The next morning saw another visit from Dr. Hardin.  The doctor is satisfied that Darcy did not have any further injuries and he warns that the ribs could take two to four months to heal completely. 
“Two to four months?”  An incredulous Darcy asks.  Darcy is seated behind his imposing desk in the library at Darcy house, fully dressed and immaculate except for the bruises which mar his handsome face.  Darcy peers over his bifocals at Dr. Hardin.  Dr. Hardin may employ this tactic effectively, but Darcy has mastered it.  Dr. Hardin shifts uncomfortably.
“Yes, Sir.  It will take a length of time for the bones to knit.  You are fortunate that the bones appear to have stayed aligned instead of puncturing your organs.”  Dr. Hardin does not fear speaking so plainly in front of Elizabeth.  He underestimated the Darcys once; he will not do so again. 
“Carriage trips, horseback rides?”
Dr. Hardin hesitates then answers.  Darcy’s agitation is noted, and the doctor knows how formidable Darcy can be.  “Carriage rides may be undertaken at your discretion, but I would not recommend a long trip.  Horseback rides will have to wait.  Mounting a horse will be difficult, and I cannot imagine that the jarring will be tolerated.  An accidental fall from a horse would be dangerous.”
Long fingers tap out a rhythm on the gleaming surface of the desk as intelligent blue eyes once more pierce the doctor’s face.  “Indeed.”  The doctor, realizing that his presence is no longer needed nor wanted, departs.  Darcy has started to twirl his signet ring, and his face is dark.
“You are brooding, Love.”  A smile claims Elizabeth’s face as she teases her complex spouse.  “Also, you continue to have sport at the poor doctor’s expense.  He is renowned.  Most of the elite seek his services.”
“You are correct on both accounts.  We need to return to the children and for the harvest.  I admit to much discomfort from the ribs, but I fear taking laudanum because I do not wish to become dulled until I know what this all means.”  His piercing stare is focused on Elizabeth now, assessing and forceful.  She does not mind; she knows it is part of who he is.  At length, the fidgeting with the ring ceases, and he asks her some questions.
“How are you, My Love?”  The warmth and love infuse his blue eyes immediately.  Only Elizabeth gives him the succor he needs; she is the only one who has healed him and made him whole.  He is fiercely protective of her and loves her deeply.  This trip, which was to distract her from her losses, has instead given her pain and angst. 
Carefully curling up onto Darcy’s lap, Elizabeth pushes the hair from his brow and gently strokes his cheek.  “I am well.  You are home and safe.  Your injuries are healing, and you will find a solution to this madness.”  A soft feather kiss glances his lips.  “After the visit with Kitty and Caroline, I have come to realize that even though I may have suffered a miscarriage, I have never buried a child.  Both Kitty and Caroline have done so.  I have been spared that agony.  I do not wish for you to fret for me.  Instead, we must see to your health and safety.  Together.”
The kisses which follow start to deepen and intensify but the noise from the hallway announces a visitor.  The library door swings open before Elizabeth can jump from Darcy’s lap.  “Oh for the love of…you two never cease, do you?  Fitz, you look like hell.”
“You still have not mastered even the most basic of manners, have you, Henry?  Once again I must remind you, not to call me Fitz.”
“Your name fits.”  A smirk twists on Henry’s face.  “You gave the whole family quite a fit worrying about you and this latest incident.  What did you do now?  Save a whole village, dive into a burning building, rescue a kitten from a tree?”
“I took a walk.”
Henry nods his head, all traces of teasing gone.  “I know, Fitz.  I did some digging before I came.  There is more to this attack than what we see on the surface.  I hired a Bow Street man to monitor you and to see what he can find out.  So far the three who attacked you have remained largely quiet.”
“It does not make sense that these men would just happen to be in this neighborhood then?”  Elizabeth wants to know.
“Exactly.  They were near Darcy House, waiting for an opportunity.  With your permission, I am having them watched and would recommend not having them arrested. Instead, they may lead us to who wishes you gone, Fitz.”
“I recognized the one man’s voice, but I still cannot put a name to it.  When the magistrate was here earlier, I told him the whole story, but I did not tell him about that man’s voice.  The magistrate had his men gather my clothing from near the warehouse, and the men reported no other evidence.  The clothing has been kept as evidence.  Apparently, the men were surprised by the amount of blood present.”
“So I’ve heard.  Fitz, you suffered a savage beating.  This attack was no robbery.  You must exercise caution until we learn more.  You will stay in London then?”
“I believe so.  However, Elizabeth and I are trying to decide if we should send for the children.  We may be here longer than we first anticipated.”
“I will hire some of my former soldiers to accompany the children here.  All at your expense of course.”
“Of course.”  Darcy narrows his eyes at his cousin, but the plan is sound.  “Speaking of soldiers, how is our favorite miscreant?  I hear he is to return to England.”  Elizabeth waits to hear the latest intelligence on Mr. Wickham.  “Is there any way he could be involved?”
Henry’s sardonic grunt speaks volumes.  “Not likely.  He is due home now that Napoleon is defeated.  Wickham was there, serving under Sir John Colborne.  The 52nd Regiment of Oxfordshire Light Infantry proved themselves once more by outflanking a French column, firing a destructive volley and finally running in with bayonets.  Wickham received commendations for valor after saving some of his fellow soldiers during the heavy fighting.  It is well documented.  He would have no way of orchestrating an attack against you.  I heard that the Iron Duke himself, Arthur Wellesley, Duke of Wellington, took note of Wickham’s efforts.”
“Impressive.  Wickham did take my advice and made the military his career.”
“Fitz, I will grant you that Wickham has become quite a soldier, but I still do not agree with your decision those years ago to forgive him and let him go.  He should have been run out of the country for what he tried with Georgiana, the slash he gave you, then for what he considered doing to Elizabeth.  You are a fool for letting him go.  You will never know how many people suffered fits when they found out what you had done.”
“My husband always acts with honor.”  Elizabeth softly challenged.
“Indeed he does but Wickham will not, in spite of what he has done on the battlefield, he will never act with honor towards Fitz.”
“It is done with, and I cannot undo the past.  You and I will continue to disagree about Wickham and my forgiveness, but I ask you once more, do you believe him to be involved?”
“No.”  The intensity of the room dissipated.  Then Darcy spoke again.
“Has Anne accompanied you to Town?”
“No, she stayed at Rosings with the boys.  This heat is too much for Anne’s breathing.  I am to give you and Elizabeth greetings and her love.  She awaits the fall and the planned visit to Pemberley.  When is Georgiana due to arrive?”
“We expect Georgiana and Matthew to arrive yet today.  Kitty and Jonesy are coming for a small dinner tonight, and we would be delighted to host you as well Henry.”  It is decided that Henry will stay at Darcy House as a guest and he looks forward to seeing his family at dinner tonight.




Chapter 7

Georgiana and her husband, Lord Matthew Marsden arrived a little before suppertime.  Their children, Gregory the first born and still a toddler, along with Allan the baby, came too.  Additionally, Kitty and Jonesy brought Elizabeth and Catherine so the children will be entertained in the nursery while the adults dine.  To the delight of all, Bingley and Jane breezed in, and they too brought Charles Jr. and Lucian their second son.  When the oldest of the children spy Darcy in the great hall, the squeals could not be contained as the children run to Uncle Fitz.  Darcy always keeps sweets on hand for his nieces and nephews, so the children’s joy at seeing Uncle Fitz knows no bounds.
Hugs and kisses follow then Darcy tells them a few funny stories about their other uncles.  Childish giggles along with innocent voices plead with Uncle Fitz to tell them just one more story, but nannies and mothers urge the children along to the nursery.  Henry kept a miniature portrait of Darcy with him, and as the children learned to talk, he would show them the picture of Darcy while coaching them to call Darcy, Uncle Fitz.  Darcy naturally retaliated by telling the children about all of the ridiculous incidents Henry found himself in over time. Interestingly, over the years, Darcy’s numerous nieces and nephews will never believe Henry when he tries to tell them that Darcy used to be cold and forbidding.
Now as Elizabeth watches the children gather around Darcy, she longs for her children.  As everyone repairs to various chambers to freshen clothing before the evening meal, Elizabeth slides her hand cautiously around Darcy’s waist.  Darcy already gathers where her thoughts lay.  “Our children will soon be here.  Then you may bestow all your love upon them.  I love you, Mrs. Darcy.”  Elizabeth sighs as she lies her head on his shoulder.  Her Fitzwilliam always knows, he always protects her, and he loves her.
During the meal, Darcy tells his guests about his misfortune and assures them of his return to health.  Since he has avoided too much time in the bed, most of the swelling around his face has left, and the bruises are fading quickly.  The cracked ribs pain him still, but his stoicism comes to the fore, and no one except Elizabeth suspects his discomfort.  
“Have they found those responsible?”  Jane asks with her quiet, serene manner.
Henry answers for Darcy.  “We have a pretty good idea who they are, but until we know more, no moves have been made against them.”  The answer satisfies Jane, but Darcy will tell Bingley and Jonesy more of his suspicions later.  The subject of children comes up.
“So Fitz, you have once more plied our children with candy and wound them up so they will not sleep tonight. I thank you.”  Bingley dips his head in Darcy’s direction.
“Since you have reverted to calling me Fitz, it was the least I could do on a moment’s notice, Bing.”
“Please do not start with that inane shortening of my name.  If I start to hear bells ringing, I will leave.”  Bingley threatens in jest.  Darcy and the other gents grin knowingly.  Charles has despised his moniker from the moment it was first bestowed upon him at a pub near Cambridge when they were all at University.  Darcy only protests his nickname because it has been a joke for so long, but Bingley truly detests his.  “If the children start to refer to me as Uncle Bing, I will see each of you ran through.”
“I had not thought of that before.  Uncle Bing.  It has a unique sound to it.  I rather like it.”  Jonesy tips his wine glass to the scowling Charles.  “Come now, Bing, stop that.  I thought only Fitz there scowls and glowers like that.”
“No, he no longer does.  Instead, he is all sunshine and laughter.  A perfectly amiable gentleman.”  Henry chortles as Darcy unleashes a particularly withering scowl in his direction.  “There it is, the look he is so famous for.  Been practicing?  I felt the heat from that one.”  Henry directs his next comment to Jonesy.  “Did Mr. Darcy of Pemberley really manage to have you locked up in your own root cellar?”
“He did.  When Kitty and I first moved to the estate, Fitz insisted on seeing all aspects of the home and grounds.  I should have guessed at his nefarious purposes when he suggested viewing the cellar.  He allowed me to go in first, distracted me with small talk, then secured the door and left.  Kitty figured it out about an hour later when I failed to return for lunch, and she witnessed the prim and proper Mr. Darcy with that annoying twist to his mouth.”  Jonesy winks at Kitty as she chuckles.  Once Kitty was made aware of the stuffy Mr. Darcy’s proclivity for pranks and humor, it was fairly easy to surmise he had been up to something.  Elizabeth loves to laugh, and Darcy gives her plenty of opportunities to do so.  “I will retaliate.”  Jonesy threatens.
Darcy shrugs his shoulders as Georgiana changes the subject.  “Will you and Elizabeth go to Mr. and Mrs. Sease’s party?  They have extended an invitation to Matthew and me, along with Henry.  Since the party is still two days away, you should know more healing, Brother.”
“Elizabeth and I have decided to attend.  Most of the bruising on my face has disappeared, and clothing will cover the rest.  It seems as if the Seases have been more than gracious and they extended invitations to everyone here tonight.  It will be advantageous to be seen in public.  Any more possible rumors will be put to rest.”
“Perhaps we may uncover more about what befell you, Fitz,”  Henry adds.  The rest of the meal is spent with happy chatter and some stories shared.  Entertainments included the children who vied for a position next to Darcy.  Unfortunately, because his injuries still gave him pain, the children did not sit on his lap.  Much later, Elizabeth and Darcy chatted as they reclined in bed together.
“Having everyone visiting tonight was quite pleasant.  The children make me pine for our own.  I hope they will arrive soon.”  Elizabeth begins a slow massage to Darcy’s chest.  He starts his own amusements as Elizabeth asks him, “Are you healed enough?  Should you be engaging in such activities?”
Darcy does not answer as he rolls her to her back and slowly begins his explorations.  Soon Elizabeth’s concerns are brushed aside as her virile spouse proves his vigor.  Afterward, they talk about the coming arrival of the Darcy children then the talk changes to the ever-present worry of who may be trying to harm Darcy.
“I have gone through most of the newest business dealings, and I have done a thorough search through my notes regarding tenant disputes, but I cannot come up with any situation which stands out as extraordinary.  There is always someone who is not content but nowhere can I find a notation of mine which would suggest that someone is that incensed with me.  I cannot account for it.  The men wished me dead, Elizabeth.  I was alert enough to mark their conversation.  Henry has found that the three who abducted me are not in any way related to any of my ventures or the estate.  They are simple hooligans.  Nothing more.  Someone else hired them, and someone is watching us.  But that is as far as the trail goes.”
“We will practice caution then, My Husband.  You must not go about alone. Nor I.”  Elizabeth hastily tells him as he starts to offer cautions and a lecture.  Those impossibly blue eyes fix on her face searching for any signs of impertinence. 
“I would not live if something happened to you, Lizzy.  I never wish to be without you, to be alone once again.  Even with our children, I would still be alone without you.”  His movement in the bed is not without discomfort.  Elizabeth notes that the contusions are fading but still readily evident. The blows his body sustained were fierce and cruel.
As tears come to Elizabeth’s eyes, she speaks, “I would cease to live without you.  When you failed to return that night, I cannot convey the angst and fright I felt.  When the staff and I noted that you had not taken Tempest, my worry overcame all other thought.  I could not find rest, I knew you were hurting, alone, and I could not come to you.”
“My Love please, fret no more.  I am here.  I have taken your good counsel to heart, Lizzy and I have become more cautious.  I will be even more alert of my surroundings now.  I will protect you, our children and myself.”  Then Darcy did as he always did when a situation became frightening or dire, he relied on humor to relieve the tension.  Pulling Elizabeth to his side, he tells her of seeing Dr. Hardin on the street just the other day.
“The doctor was certainly pleased to see me, and he remarked on my recovery.  He was placating and full of false flattery.  I would not have suspected it of him.  I could not help myself but to remind him of his visit to Cheapside.  He flushed and stammered some weak excuse as I stood and scowled.  He repeatedly bowed and offered more platitudes.”  As Darcy pulls the corner of his mouth up, Elizabeth decides to tweak Darcy. 
“He sounds as if he treated you much like Mr. Collins would.”  Darcy will forever become nonsensical whenever Collins is mentioned, and he forgets his manners completely when in Collins’ presence.
“That groveling imbecile!”
“Who, the doctor or Collins?”  Elizabeth asks with perfect innocence.
Late the next day, Darcy is working on some pressing business matters.  Elizabeth sits with him in the library as he furiously writes, only to stop to read or reread his letters.  As she has many times in the past, Elizabeth instinctively knows when he requires quiet or some small talk.  As Darcy stretches his long frame behind the desk, Elizabeth begins to tell him about the correspondence she has received from home. Naturally, Darcy is interested in any news or comments from Mr. Bennet; the two men have a close friendship and mutual respect.  Darcy nods politely to information regarding Mary and Mrs. Bennet.  Elizabeth then peruses another of her letters, this one from Mrs. Collins.
“Mrs. Collins writes that in spite of her encouragement to partake in gardening, Mr. Collins has seen an increase in his girth and some accompanying health issues as well.  He had a rather painful round with gout not too long ago.”
“So now his body is as swelled as his ego.  Puffed up, nattering fool.”
“Fitzwilliam,” Elizabeth gently chastises, “Come now, that is not very kind.”
Darcy waves his quill in Elizabeth’s direction.  “Do not forget that I hold him particularly responsible for Aunt Catherine’s verbal attack on you.”
“Instead you should be thankful to Mr. Collins.  Had your Aunt Catherine not acted upon his chatter, you may very well have never returned to Hertfordshire.”
Darcy is motionless as his piercing gaze is locked on his bemused wife.  One facial muscle twitches then another.  Soon an exasperated snort follows.  “Hrrmph.”  Darcy returns to his writings once more.
The library door swings open farther to allow Henry to enter and Elizabeth enthusiastically greets him while Darcy appears to be ignoring him.  “Fitzwilliam, Henry is here, what a pleasant surprise.”
“What is the issue with him?” Henry indicates a scowling cousin with a tilt of his head.  “He appears to be brooding.”
“I have just spoken to him regarding Mr. Collins.  You are well aware of Fitzwilliam’s fondness for the gentleman.”  Trying to act unconcerned, Darcy begins to greet his cousin until his eyes spot the animal trailing behind Henry.
“Just what is that?”  Darcy stabs a finger at the dog obediently sitting next to Henry’s feet.
“It is a dog, Cousin.”  Henry turns to Elizabeth, “And people say your husband is so astute.”  Henry returns his attention to the dramatically frowning Darcy.  “He is not just any dog though; he is an English bulldog with a fine pedigree.  This particular one does not wish to bull bait and instead has become a most loyal companion.”  Henry watches as his fastidious and persnickety cousin’s face becomes dour as the dog wheezes and sports a tiny amount of drool.  “I named him Fithian.”
“Indeed.”  Darcy draws back affronted.  “Do you even have any idea of the origin of the name?”
“I do not care; I just like the sound of it.”
“Of course.”  Henry is gleeful as he knows he has annoyed his cousin.  “Dogs,” Darcy continues, “should serve some purpose.  Hunting, pointing and such.  The mastiffs here and at Pemberley guard the residences.  Yours appears to be pointless.  Even cats serve a purpose in that they keep the vermin at bay.”
“Cats are little more than furry assassins, Fitz, which brings me to the reason for this intrusion.”  The banter and baiting have ceased.  “As before, you know that Mr. Wallace, the Bow Street man found that your attackers are no more than wastrels.  Even so, they remain tight-lipped while flashing large sums of money about. In a sense, they acted as paid assassins.  I still feel the correct course is to have them followed in the hopes that they may slip up and lead us to who paid them off.  Interestingly, no one has come in contact with them since the botched attempt on your life. Other than making sure they eventually pay for what they did to you, it seems as if they no longer are a concern for you.”
“Are we safe to leave the house?’  Darcy asks.
“Mr. Wallace is willing to watch over you and the family should you decide to venture out but he will do so at a distance so as not to awake suspicion or to have his identity revealed.  I believe that you should continue to go about as you normally would in the hopes that guilty one will show himself.”
“That seems risky, Henry.  Fitzwilliam already suffered too much.”  Elizabeth grasps Darcy’s hand as she stands next to him.
“Perhaps, but if you both exercise caution along with Mr. Wallace’s assistance, I think we may be able to flush this man out.”
“I do not wish to be a prisoner in my own home.  We will not go about unless it is in the company of footmen and drivers who are armed.  If we do not find this person soon, we will forever live our lives in fear of when he may next attack.  I will not allow someone that kind of power over me.”  Darcy declares.  “We will be attending the Sease’s party tomorrow and any other event we wish to.” Elizabeth does not argue with Darcy as it would be futile.  His mind is made up, and although she can see his logic, she holds onto the fear of what this unknown man may do.
“I will be staying at the Matlock townhouse tonight if you need me.”  Henry starts to depart.  “Come Fithian.”  The bulldog snorts and slobbers as he ambles up to Henry’s side.
“Good riddance,”  Darcy mutters under his breath. Unbeknownst to any of those within Darcy House, a pair of eyes have been monitoring the home and the occupants’ comings and goings.




Chapter 8

The night of the Seases’ party found the Darcys and the rest of the family enjoying an evening of fine dining, good conversation, and some entertainments.  Fortunately for Darcy, there would be no dancing as his ribs are still mending.  Dr. Hardin’s prediction on the length of healing will be proven true.  Darcy stepped outside for a moment to catch a small breeze and to stretch his legs which cramped a little after sitting for a prolonged mealtime.  Elizabeth watched as he ducked out of the room and gave him an understanding smile.  Even though he no longer stands apart in a crowd while glowering and scowling, large groups of people still make him uncomfortable.  Henry knowingly watched his cousin’s retreat as well, and he assured Elizabeth he would soon follow Darcy outside.
Darcy draws deep breaths and feels the tension ease from his shoulders.  His leg muscles relax, and his ribs cease throbbing.  Sounds are emanating from some foliage in the large backyard, and Darcy’s ears make out the unmistakable noises of a couple engaged in a tryst. He sighs and moves back towards the open doors, not wishing to be caught in any scandal.  Once in front of the doors, he relishes the breeze and lingers.  He is far enough away from the couple so as not to have suspicion cast upon him.  Darcy hears footsteps and turns, looking into the smug face of Sir Pierce Richards.  The two have had words in the past, and Darcy loathes the man.
“You are enjoying the evening breeze, Mr. Darcy?”  Sir Pierce smirks as he knows the pious and stern Darcy does not approve of his activities and he is reasonably sure Darcy knows what has just transpired.  Pierce has always enjoyed giving Darcy cuts, but he only will go so far as once when he pushed Darcy too hard, Pierce found himself bodily lifted from the ground with Darcy’s menacing face pressed into his.  “I find there are other enjoyments to be had out here as well.”
“I know what you were up to and I would rather not discuss it any further with you.”  Darcy narrows his eyes at Pierce; he too knows Pierce is baiting him.
“Come now, Darcy.  Women are for us men to enjoy.  They are here for our pleasure.  Even the law sees them as our property.  You do not hold with such radical ideas as to think they are our equals in any way?”  Pierce goads Darcy, well aware of the committed love and respect between Elizabeth and Darcy.
Darcy thinks how he would enjoy physically dealing once more with Pierce but his ribs will not allow it.  His recovery has been remarkable, but it is far from complete. However, Pierce is ignorant of the fact. Darcy turns to face Pierce directly and draws himself up to his considerable height and towers over Pierce.  He watches with satisfaction as Pierce shrinks back in fear and he impales him with an icy glare.  Darcy does not have to say anything more as Pierce scrambles around him and disappears into the crowd.  Darcy sports the slight upturn to his mouth whenever something has amused him.  Henry and Elizabeth have come outside and noted the grin.
“Whatever did you do to Sir Pierce?”  Elizabeth asks with a grin of her own.  Darcy has made his distaste for the man well-known to his wife.
“He has just finished a dalliance with someone, and he made his comments to me about how women are to be used for men’s pleasure, all of his usual filth just to spark a rise out of me.”
“Did you hit him, Fitz?  You are in no condition to partake in any brawls.”  Henry warns.
“No, I glowered and glared as I fixed him with a hard stare.  He is such a coward.  He turned and ran as is his wont.”
“His dislike for you is real; you could have been injured.  Tell me, is his the voice you heard when you were attacked?” Henry and Elizabeth wait for the answer.
Darcy sobers immediately.  “No, it was not his voice I heard.  He is too smooth, too polished.  The voice I heard was not from someone who has Pierce’s sophistication.”
“Still, you must be cautious.  Nothing points to him as being the money behind the brawn.  I had Mr. Wallace check him out.”  Henry states as Elizabeth pulls Darcy closer to her.
“I agree with Henry.”  Elizabeth looks deeply into Darcy’s eyes.  “But I must say Sir Pierce has not had such a pleasant evening regardless of his recent activity.  Shortly before he left to come out here, he was in Caroline’s company.  No need to fret, Fitzwilliam,” Lizzy comforts him as he stiffens once more.  “Caroline is more than a match for Pierce.  Caroline reported that Pierce had alluded to his wealth and standing along with his protection should Caroline wish to form a deeper acquaintance with him.  Caroline rebuffed him naturally, but when he would not be put off, Caroline stated she would consider his offer once he produced his books and ledgers for her perusal.”
“I cannot imagine Pierce would take kindly to such a statement, considering his low opinion of women.”  Darcy grins at the thought of Caroline using her prickly personality to thwart Pierce.  While she has changed her whole manner regarding the former Bennet sisters, Caroline can still offer cuts as painfully as she did in the past.
“Pierce flushed bright red and shortly left the room.”  Elizabeth chuckles with Darcy.
“Any idea who he met out here?”  Henry wants to know.
“Oh yes, before I came out here to find Fitzwilliam, Miss Polmear returned with a bit of a wrinkled gown, a flush and her hair mussed.  I think it safe to say she has once more shown her true nature.”
“Using her body to help her ferret out secrets so that she once more may report gossip to the papers.  She always tries to lead with her best assets.”  Darcy spits out disgustedly.
“Fitzwilliam.”  Lizzy lightly admonishes him, but her eyes twinkle.  Darcy eases as he looks at Elizabeth’s face.
The rest of the evening is passing by pleasantly.  Henry has renewed some acquaintances, Jonesy and Kitty visit with friends along with Georgiana and Matthew.  Caroline has stayed with Jane and Elizabeth mostly, while Bingley and Darcy speak with some of the men about that most riveting of all topics, horseflesh.  Matthew and Henry soon join the group followed by Sir Pierce.  Darcy and the rest have just heard a harrowing account of one man’s horse bolting out of control and almost causing the man serious injury.  Everyone agrees that the man has been most fortunate, but Sir Pierce starts a side conversation once more with Darcy.
“It seems that you are as fortunate as Mr. Sheehan.  Luck smiles upon you, Darcy.”  Sir Pierce opens with.
“I cannot fathom your meaning, Pierce.  I am no more fortunate than the next person.”  A haughty stiffness and aloofness enter Darcy’s being.
“Why I have heard that some years ago, you and your honorable cousin survived an attack on your coach from highwaymen, then you almost succumbed to illness later that year.  Just recently, you survived a brutal attack on your person.  I would say you are quite fortunate you triumphed over each.”
“Indeed.”  Darcy allows the conversation to end.  The past incidents could have been relayed to Pierce by any number of sources.  The highwaymen who assailed Henry and Darcy were killed, and over time various people learned about Henry and Darcy becoming stranded at a hunting cabin after losing the carriage horses and some of the staff.  Additionally, gossip and speculation went about almost unchecked when Darcy became violently ill with delirium and fever some months after he and Elizabeth wed, many people assumed the young Master of Pemberley would not survive.  However, regarding this latest incident, as no one had yet been brought forward on charges for the assault on Darcy’s person and Jonesy did his best to forestall rumors, Darcy knew surprise when Pierce mentioned it.
Pierce retreats as Henry comes closer to Darcy.  “What did the bloke say to you this time?  Your scowl gives me mind of many memories of events such as these before Elizabeth came into your life.”
“Not here.”  Darcy leads the way to an unoccupied corner of the room where he tells Henry of the exchange.
“I do not like it, Fitz.  I think Pierce knows more than he should.”
“But if he is somehow involved, why take the risk of accidentally tipping me off or angering me?  It makes no sense.”
“I will have some more associates see what they can find out.  Maybe there is a connection we are not thinking of.  Let me guess, ‘tipping me off’ is another one of those foolish American sayings you are so fond of.”  Henry grunts exasperatedly.  “I had thought you were growing out of your jejune ways.  Since we are discussing your immaturity, I must ask, are you the one who slipped the kippers into Jonesy’s document satchel?  You know the very presence of them makes him ill.”
The slight upturn to Darcy’s mouth betrays him.  “Indeed.” He responds with a chuckle.  “More than likely he will blame you and pity me because I am injured.”
“Incorrigible and diabolical.”  Henry laughs, “But very amusing.”
The next morning Elizabeth and Darcy decide to visit one of the orphanages.  Years ago, Darcy had witnessed a carriage horse being whipped and abused after the animal fell trying to haul an overloaded wagon.  Darcy, who has a strong affinity for horses regardless of pedigree, stopped the abuse, purchased the horse from the cruel man and saw the horse back to health.  Once the horse recovered fully, Darcy donated him to the orphanage and paid for his upkeep.  The orphans dubbed the horse Dudley and took over the horse’s complete care with Darcy supplying any funds needed.  Dudley became a confidant to many a small, scared child, and Darcy would regularly visit both to check the horse and to bring the children treats.  The cruel owner purchased another horse but now operates under the scrutiny of Darcy’s men.
As soon as the orphans see Darcy, there is an immediate rush towards the big man.  Some of the children eagerly tell him about what Dudley is doing or some other fact about the horse while other children fix their eyes on the bags Darcy holds, knowing that soon he will give them the candy he has brought along.  Still, others hang back, too shy to approach.  Elizabeth watches her spouse interact with these unfortunate children.  Her heart swells with love for him.  He never was what he had appeared to be all those long lonely years ago.  She is further amused by the rotund shiny horse who never lacks for care or treats.  Each orphan is proud of the horse, and the bolder ones demonstrate their horse knowledge.  The trip is rewarding for both Darcy and Elizabeth.  When Elizabeth and Darcy return to Darcy House, the word is given that their children will be arriving this afternoon.  Later as the carriage is unloaded and Bennet and David have launched themselves into Darcy’s outstretched arms while Elizabeth cuddles Ester, Darcy pays the escorts Henry employed to safeguard the children.  Henry was not jesting when he said the children would be secure.  The nanny and nurse quickly and competently set up the nursery to their specific design so Darcy and Elizabeth can spend uninterrupted time with their offspring.
“Papa, I missed you,” Bennet says as he sits on Darcy’s lap.  “Mama too.”  David nods rapidly. 
“Did you boys have a pleasant trip?  Did you help with Ester?”  Darcy asks with a twinkle in his eyes. 
“Yes.  Ester was good.  We saw lots of things.  Horses.  Cows.  Sheep.”  Bennet reports with a serious air.
“Piggys too.”  David offers as Elizabeth kisses his cheek and settles him on her lap.  Ester is taking a nap, so the rest of the family is in a small salon talking about the trip and relishing the breeze which is blowing through the open windows.  Tonight will be a special dinner without guests, but the boys will be dining with their parents.  The honor is lost on David, but Bennet seems to understand.
Darcy reaches inside of his pocket where he put two small whittled figures of dogs, one for each boy.   Years ago, Darcy’s grandfather taught him to whittle, and the two would sit and talk as they created their pieces.  Darcy still whittles as he finds it calms his mind.
“Thank you, Papa,” Bennet says with wide eyes as his dog is presented to him.
“Tanks.”  Mimics David who is trying to keep up with Bennet.  The barks and growls the two boys make as they play with their dogs is diverting.
“Maybe later, we draw, Papa?”  Bennet wants to know.  He delights in the rudimentary drawings Darcy does for him, and just like his mother, Bennet keeps them tucked away safely in a book.
“I believe we shall, Son.  First, though we should prepare for supper.  I will come to escort you to the dining room soon.”
“May I ‘cort Mama into the dining room?”  Bennet earnestly pleads.
“You may.”  Darcy starts to sort through some mail he received earlier in the day, but he is interrupted by a servant who announces a special courier has arrived with a note.  One of Darcy’s ships fell prey to pirates, and the investors would like to hear from Darcy tonight yet about what is to be done regarding the missing cargo.  But worse for Darcy is the knowledge that it appears as if the whole crew has been lost.  After explaining the situation to Elizabeth and apologizing to his family, Darcy leaves to meet with his partners and Mr. Cullip.  The men wish to meet in a private room above one of their favorite pubs.
Thankfully Darcy’s stellar reputation and the assurances of Mr. Cullip put the investors at ease.   The meeting quickly veers off course to encompass horse racing, gossip, possible future business transactions and other manly topics.  Darcy is irritated, but he cannot leave as he feels it would be in bad form, considering that these men stand to lose profits due to the theft of the ship.  So he stays later and then he gives orders to his men awaiting him in the carriage to find some supper as it appears to be a long night.  Shortly after that order is given, the other men decide to break up for the night and head home.  For Darcy, the timing will have deadly consequences.  As the rest depart in their carriages, Darcy declines their offers of a ride home, certain his carriage will be along shortly.  He notes the emptiness of the street except for two young men who appear to be well into their cups.
The familiar voice Darcy has been trying to place, accosts him once more and very loudly.  “You!  You miserable bastard!  You never suffer, you always end up lucky.  You, who have ruined my life, my ability to make a living.  You will not escape this time.”
Darcy whirls about to see Mr. Gunther glaring at him with raw hatred in his eyes.  Darcy is caught unaware, too wrapped up in the details surrounding his ship. However, at Elizabeth’s insistence, he has taken to carrying his pistol in a more accessible manner.  His hand curls around the gun, and he positions it correctly in his pocket as he watches Gunther.  The drunken men have silenced as they watch the exchange from a distance.
“You think you are so superior, so moral.  Passing judgment on those who you think beneath you.  You had no right to become involved in my affairs with others.  No right to blacken my name to those who would wish to partner with me in dealings.  You prosper while you condemn others to poverty.  Well no more.  I will rid the world of your scourge once and for all.”  Gunther whips his pistol up and aims Darcy, but Darcy is faster.  The sound of two shots echo off of the buildings and Gunther crumbles to the walkway.  Dead.  Gunther’s shot went wild and grazed Darcy’s shoulder slightly.  Soon the constable arrives at the scene.




Chapter 9

“You are a fortunate man, Fitz,”  Henry tells his cousin once again, but the brooding aspect has only deepened on Darcy’s face.
“How can you say such, Henry?  I am forced to remain in my own home, a prisoner, all because I protected myself from certain death.  It is not right.  Remember when I so arrogantly stated that I would not become a prisoner in my own home?”  Darcy turns and paces once more across the study.  Each boot heel clomps heavily on the floor as Darcy stomps out his agitation.  The shoulder wound he suffered proved to be no more than a deep scratch.  The questions from the magistrate were far more troublesome and both Lord Matlock and Lord Marsden, Georgiana’s husband, had to intervene.
“Uncle Matlock and Matthew were able to keep you from spending these days in jail.  Anyone else would have been locked up immediately because of the reports from the two drunkards who said you and Gunther were engaged in a duel and you know how the Crown views that activity.  England has seen enough bloodshed with France and people are weary of the carnage.  Your reputation and your agreement to stay in London and in your home have worked to your advantage.”  Henry offers a drink of brandy which is quickly and curtly turned down.
“Meanwhile, my reputation is being torn to shreds, some have started to avoid me while other possible business ventures have stalled.  All because some have labeled me a murderer.  It is ridiculous!”  Henry does not flinch as a small figurine zings across the room and shatters into small shards of glass.  He has seen his cousin at his worst over the years, and at this point, Henry cannot blame Darcy for his temper.  “Have you found out any new intelligence?”  Darcy jams his fingers through his hair.
“As you know, Mr. Wallace, witnessed the actual shooting but he was unable to gain access to you before Gunther did.  Mr. Wallace told the magistrate that Gunther threatened you and you responded accordingly, and he is willing to testify on your behalf if needed.”
“I did nothing wrong.  It should not come to a trial.  There is someone else who is pushing for a trial.  For Heaven’s sake, a Bow Street man witnessed the incident and proclaimed me innocent, why should the blighted opinion of two drunks even be considered?  Then to have to withstand all the gossip and slights by others.  I am incensed!”
“Fitz, I will explain it to you once more.  Many people are aware of your dislike for Gunther.  They know you blocked some of his deals with other gentlemen,” Henry waves away Darcy’s protests about the questionable deals, “and they know you have repeatedly rebuffed him when he has come to you.  It seems as if the prosecution will call into evidence your bloody and soiled clothing from your attack, admit that Gunther directed the attack, and paint your defense of your person as an act of revenge against Gunther.  Some people feel as if members of the Gentry never pay for crimes they commit, so you have come under much scrutiny.”  Henry says with sympathy.
“Ach, what a load of horse merde.”
“I actually prefer your use of French as opposed to some loathsome American word, Fitz.”  Henry laughs at the snarl Darcy presents him.  “Seriously, Fitz, I do not believe any more will become of it other than the spectacle of a trial.  The authorities can feel as if they have done an admirable and thorough job while the people will be appeased that justice was served once you have been found innocent.”
A few more days pass, and Elizabeth watches her normally jovial spouse become more withdrawn and taciturn.  He has warned all of his friends to avoid him until this shame blows over, but Bingley, Jonesy, and Henry ignore his request.  Elizabeth encourages him to spend time with the children which he does, but it is obvious Darcy is distracted.  There are book readings and some guarded laughter, but the boys sense that something is amiss with their beloved father.  Another conversation with Henry threatens to undo the fragile strings holding Darcy together.  Elizabeth escorts Henry into the study once more, and she stays to hear what the latest news is.  However, Henry is very angry and upset with Darcy, and he unleashes a verbal harangue in front of Elizabeth.
“Dammit, Fitz!  You have really done it this time.  Mr. Wallace reports that you will endure a trial and what’s more, there is a very good likelihood that you will not be found innocent.”
“Come now, Henry, what’s this?  Just a few days ago, you were in this very study assuring me that I had nothing more to fear than a large inconvenience.”  Darcy glares at his cousin as Henry paces once about the room then Henry stops before Darcy and glares right back.
“Do you know who is coming to testify at your trial, Fitz?  None other than George Wickham himself.  The very man who has made known to anyone who would listen that you acted out of malice and spite to impoverish him and to prevent him from having a living.  Now I am well aware that you know all of that moldy history about our friend but let me tell you what else old George has been up to since you so magnanimously forgave him out in that pasture some three years ago.”
Elizabeth interrupts, “Henry, there is no need for so much sarcasm, Fitzwilliam has enough to worry him without you adding to his concerns.”
     “No Elizabeth, Fitz is going to hear just what his grand and glorious gesture has produced.  Old Georgie served in the 52nd Regiment of Oxfordshire Light Infantry under Sir John Colbourne which formed part of the Light Brigade.  George was at Waterloo when the 52nd confronted a large part of Napoleon’s Imperial Guard.  The 52nd was there to prevent the Imperial Guard from breaking the British line, and once they noted that the Imperial Guard was making moves forward, the 52nd flanked the Imperial Guard, fired quite the volley then charged straight at them, confusing and scattering the French column along the road to Charleroi.  Although The Iron Duke, Arthur Wellington, has not openly credited the maneuver for our success at Waterloo, let me tell you, the charge made the difference.  George was there, acted honorably and those higher up in command noted his actions.  He suffered an injury from flying debris due to Lieutenant General Henry Shrapnel’s new invention, but he overcame the injury and saved other soldiers during the fight.  The man is a bona fide war hero.”
“So what is that to me?  It would seem as if my forgiveness of the man is fortuitous.  I fail to see what you are so furious about.”  Darcy spat back.
“You pompous fool, this man is coming back to testify for the prosecution.  He has his story of how you sought revenge upon him after your father died because you were jealous of the fondness your father purportedly had for him.  He will tell that same tired tale and paint you as vengeful and spiteful.  Someone who would take out his fury on a man like Gunther.  Your behavior after your father’s death was nothing short of prideful and disdainful because you would not allow anyone to know the real person you are.  You should have had Wickham hung or run out of the country that day when he accosted Elizabeth, but no, instead you acted like some sort of god who can pass judgment on others.  You condemned yourself three years ago, but you were too pompous and arrogant to know it!”   
“I will not stand by and have you insult me and my integrity especially in front of my wife.  I did what I felt was necessary back then.  You have no right to call my decision that day.  You were not present.”  Darcy hissed through clenched teeth.  “How dare you suggest that I acted in some sort of vainglorious manner?  You have overstepped your bounds, Henry.  Leave!”  Elizabeth shrinks back as she marks Darcy’s hands fisted at his sides and an icy cold in his blue eyes which she never before beheld.  Henry regards his cousin warily and notes the challenging lift to Darcy’s head.  It will be mere seconds before Darcy reacts physically, his painful ribs forgotten.
“Remember this, Darcy.  George Wickham will not be as forgiving as you.”  A quick pivot on his heels and Henry is out of the door and closes it behind him as another figurine meets its end on the door.  Darcy does not address Elizabeth as he storms out of the study through another doorway.  Elizabeth starts to sob as a heavy darkness comes upon her.  Everything appears to be spiraling out of control.




Chapter 10

Another two days pass and Elizabeth along with the children see very little of Darcy.  He has withdrawn completely, refuses meals and leaves his work unattended.  The staff is hushed and tense as the Master broods alone.  Darcy is watching out of the forward facing windows in his library as people pass by the townhouse.  Some sneak a quick glance while others stare openly.  A few bold ones point and talk loudly.  The gossip has reached Darcy’s ears that he is called a murderer, and many cannot wait to view the trial at Old Bailey when the decorated George Wickham comes to speak about his long association with Darcy of Pemberley.  Darcy is further agitated by the comments regarding how a fine woman such as Mrs. Darcy could have married so poorly.  Darcy’s old pride rears its head as he recalls how it was he who elevated Elizabeth from her poor connections, now the irony is that the ton views Elizabeth as superior to him.
The servants have reported to him that they have suffered taunts when they go out to procure food and other supplies for the house.  Darcy is angered by the shallowness of people and the never-ending stream of vapid chatter.  He has reiterated his command for all of his friends to avoid him, and most have done so.  Now Darcy wonders if he really has any true friends left.  Henry appears determined to let Darcy suffer from his choices while Charles sends letters of encouragement but does not visit.  Jonesy has tried to keep the businesses from suffering, but he too reports trouble in his missives to Darcy.  Once more Darcy is alone.
Elizabeth can no longer stand the separation, and she enters the library.  His outline shows up against the windows where he stands, tall, proud, angry and defiant.  Few people would dare to venture close to Darcy when he glowers and stares as such.  Elizabeth lays a soft hand on Darcy’s arm, and he flinches from the gesture.
“So this is how it is to be?”  She asks him as he moves behind his desk to scowl at her.  He picks up his infamous glasses to glare over them at her, but Elizabeth knows the ruse.  “You are taciturn and unsociable.  Brooding and glowering.  Allowing no one to know your pain and to share your burden.  I thought you and me to be one, united forever.  When you feel pain, so do I but now you push me away.  The children miss their father, Fitzwilliam and you waste precious time.  The time you could spend with them instead of torturing yourself here alone.”
Elizabeth sees the same icy coldness in his brilliant blue eyes which was present all those years ago when she first met him.  He had shuttered himself and his feelings up back then, and he has done the same now.  Tears creep into her eyes as she recognizes the pain he suffers.  She longs to hear his laughter once more or share some silly story.  Jests and pranks on the other gentlemen are forgotten as his bitterness overcomes him.  “Fitzwilliam?  Please talk to me.”
     After a prolonged moment, Darcy sighs and his shoulders slightly droop as he removes his glasses.  “I will never understand people, Elizabeth.  I worked hard to ensure a future for Georgiana, Pemberley and our own family.  The Darcy name and reputation is solid and respected yet as soon as a whiff of scandal approaches, many wish to comment and sully my name.  Why do people only dwell upon the negative? Give them happiness, lightness, and hope, and some will glory in it, but others lament that there is not enough excitement or drama.  Your sister Lydia proved this theory correct when she went off with Wickham.  I have found most people are drawn to scandal and darkness.  Death, murder, mayhem and any calamity which can befall the human race.  Men and women rush to the scene of a tragedy, some to help but the majority to seek some sort of a thrill. They wish to have a tale to tell, gossip to repeat.  It matters not what the truth is, just as long as there is some is some sordid story. I have long abhorred the ton.  As you can see, it matters not what good I have done in the past.  No, only now matters.  The people shake their heads knowingly as they assure each other that they knew all along that Mr. Darcy is a dark character, capable of any evil.”
     “Fitzwilliam, most people do not know you because you are so carefully regulated in society.  You are painfully aware of how I misjudged you when I first met you.  But what other people think and say does not matter.  Those who love you know you are not evil but rather the best of men.  You are allowing the petty-mindedness of others torture you.  You often warned me of the scheming members of the ton.   
Darcy flicks away her comments with a wrist as he continues, “Most of your acquaintance with me has brought you pain.  My first proposal, my aunt’s visit, the forced stay at the hunting cabin, the perfidy my aunt told you about Wickham’s parentage, and now this.  How can you still wish to be anywhere near me?  How can you still love me?  I will not blame you if you wish to leave.  You may return to Pemberley where you are so happy.  You and the children could still know some joy as this sordid mark starts to fade, but death will forever blacken the Darcy name.  Perhaps if you were to remarry, the scandal would eventually fall from you, but the children would forever bear the burden of having their father labeled and hung as a murderer.”  Darcy's voice holds sorrow and anger in it.
“Fitzwilliam, I love you.  I have always loved you, and I will continue to love you no matter the outcome of this trial.  I made a vow to you and before God that I would be true to you and stay with you for better or for worse.”  Elizabeth turns to him and stands before him as she looks deep into his haunted eyes.  “I made a vow to myself that day.  My own personal vow is that you will never be alone again.  You will never face the tribulations of life by yourself because I will be there to bear them with you.  Fitzwilliam, you are not alone.”  Elizabeth grabs his hand then pulls him to her as she grasps him forcefully.
Slowly his hands come around her then he quickly tightens his grip on her and crushes her to him.  Elizabeth has reached him, and he is not alone.  Elizabeth whispers to him, “Please Fitzwilliam, come back to me, to the children.  I understand that the situation is dire but I trust in God above that He will not let harm come to an honorable man.”  Darcy remains uncertain and conflicted.
“Henry seems to believe that Wickham will return to enact brutal revenge upon me.  He reminded me of Wickham’s attempts to sully my name and reputation as well as his cruel taunts and innuendos.  There is a reason we used to call him Mr. Wicked instead of Mr. Wickham.  Henry fears that there is no good to be found in him, his feats on the battlefield notwithstanding.  Furthermore, Henry is now convinced Wickham is the one who was directing Gunther in his quest to harm me.  If this is true, then I am as good as a dead man.  All I have for my defense is two inebriated individuals who insist I partook in a duel and Mr. Wallace the Bow Street man.  The character references from friends and family are natural and to be expected, so I do not hold much hope.  Perhaps Henry is right.  I made a foolish and costly mistake when I forgave Wickham.  I threw away our future, and I did not know I had done so.  I failed to protect you, our children and myself.”  Darcy still clings to her, but there is a certain defeat in his voice which Elizabeth has never heard before.
“I cannot allow myself to believe that all is lost.  I refuse to think Wickham would still hold such a deep grudge after you forgave him.  I was there; I heard the regret in his voice.  The men you employ to monitor him have not reported any malicious behavior from him while he has been on English soil.  Even Mr. Wallace did not have any information on Wickham other than a few dalliances which we already knew of.”  After some many moments, Elizabeth notes a tiny amount of relaxation in Darcy’s being.  He is considering her words.
So Elizabeth tries a little levity to shake him from his dark thoughts.  “Perhaps you may feel a little relief if you broke another glass object?”  Darcy gives a half smile, as already two figurines met their demise.  He fingers the tall, slender bud vase on his desk as he watches Elizabeth’s response.
“No, not that vase.  That is the one I put on your desk so that you may enjoy a small fresh bloom.”  Elizabeth follows his movements as he runs a hand over a crystal paperweight, another figurine then his hand finally rests on a hideous small statue of a hunting dog.  The dog is out of proportion and is poor quality.
“Henry gave me this dog some years ago about the same time as Jonesy gifted me with that infernal watch.  He insisted I place the dog on my desk and he always makes some comment about how wonderful the statue is.  The truth is, I cannot stand it, and I believe it to be another one of the gents’ jokes.  I believe this will be the next object to be hurled.”  Darcy hugs Elizabeth closer to him as she distracts him with kisses and caresses.  Darcy responds to his wife rapidly, and the library door is locked to ensure privacy.  Even though Darcy’s thoughts remain dark, he accepts that Elizabeth will not leave him and he is not alone.  After returning to a presentable state and Darcy once more expresses his disdain of the impediment to his desires, known as the corset, a servant announces that there are visitors in the main salon.
Darcy and Elizabeth finish some last minute straightening of their clothing and repair to the salon.  Charles and Jane along with Jonesy and Kitty are there.  Georgiana and Matthew have come as well.  Darcy starts to frown and offer his disapproval immediately, but Jane speaks first.  “Fitzwilliam, please forgive us for intruding but we wished to come,” Jane states as she lays a soft hand on Darcy’s arm.  Darcy draws himself up to his full height as he looks down his nose at Jane, but she is not intimidated.  “I wish to give my love and support to my sister,” Jane still speaks with her calm, serene voice as her hand tightens slightly on Darcy’s arm, “but I also wish to give my love and encouragement to my dear brother.”
Gentle Jane has given Darcy some succor, and he allows a small guarded smile.  Darcy has come to love Jane and Kitty as sisters, and he is very fond of them.  He gazes at his assembled family and just as Elizabeth told him before, he is not alone.  Jonesy interrupts. “Fear not Fitz, we came by horseback and rode up through the alleyway to the carriage house.  I do not believe anyone took note of us.”
Georgiana hugs her brother and encourages him to go into the billiard room with the other gents so she and the ladies may engage in some female chatter.  Reluctantly Darcy follows the other men as Elizabeth smiles at him and blows a kiss to him.  Georgiana dabs at a tear in her eye once the men have left.  “It is unfair.  Matthew has heard the scandalous talk, and he is incensed.  Some of the gossip is similar in nature as to what was said about Brother so many years ago when he was unmarried and struggling so hard to make Pemberley stronger.  How can people be so cruel and say so many hurtful things when they have no idea what the truth is?”  The ladies shake their heads sadly as they acknowledge the truth of Georgiana’s words.  “How is Fitzwilliam coping Elizabeth?  I see the pain in his eyes.”
“The accusations have wounded him deeply, but as you both know, there is little he can do to cease the rumors.  Henry was here some days ago, and he was very forceful regarding his opinion about a negative outcome to the trial.”  Elizabeth herself is still angered at Henry’s accusations.
Georgiana is aware of Henry’s disapproval about how Darcy handled Wickham in the past, but like Darcy, Georgiana had become weary of having Wickham as an enemy.  She instead was pleased to hear that Darcy and Wickham appeared to have put their animosity behind them.  “Henry spoke to Brother out of fear.  Fear of what the future may hold for Brother and fear for all of us.  He has not abandoned Brother.”
“I understand why Henry reacted as he did but the charges he leveled at Fitzwilliam stung.  Fitzwilliam felt as if everyone has abandoned him.  Your presence here is welcomed and most certainly needed.”  Elizabeth allows her sisters to bear some of her concerns and worries with her.  Meanwhile, the men give their support to Darcy while in the billiard room.
Darcy absentmindedly rolls a pool ball across the surface of the pool table as his friends talk with him.  “The situation with the businesses is proving not to be as dire as one might believe.  Once the initial shock had worn off, most saw the ridiculousness of the charges and are now eager once more to partner with us.  Various investors and others believe nothing more will become of the trial and some have even been very vocal about the ludicrous notion of putting Mr. Darcy on trial.  These individuals are questioning a system which would make an example out of an honorable man.  You have more support than you know, Fitz.”  Jonesy tells his taciturn friend.  
Charles adds, “It is because of these reports that we felt it reasonable enough to bring the ladies for a visit with you and Elizabeth.  Admit it, Darcy, you are pleased to see us.”
“Indeed, I am, but as I still believe some others would seek to harm me, I cannot help but be concerned for all of you.  I do not know who is behind this scheme.  So I fret that perhaps the individual or individuals involved may try to hurt a member of the family to gain revenge.”  Darcy forcefully rolls the ball into a corner pocket as Matthew addresses him.
“Both Lord Matlock and I have questioned our various acquaintances and friends, but no one seems to have any information.  However, just as Jonesy stated, the longer they drag on without some sort of trial or ruling, the more agitation members of the Gentry are sporting.  Your reputation and honor are without question, and most know of you, Darcy.”
“Oh yes, you are quite the famous man.”  Jonesy jests with his friend, well aware that Darcy loathes having any extra attention fixed upon him.
“Phenomenal.”  Darcy deadpans.
“Fitz, I know this has not been easy for you, but you must not give up hope.  First of all, because of who you are, you will not face a jury trial.  A judge will decide your fate and more than likely idle chatter will not easily sway him.  You have been allowed to stay in your home and were not removed to jail like a common criminal and the pressure from the Elite to have the matter moved forward is starting to be felt.  It will be uncomfortable for you, but you should avoid presenting yourself as cold and haughty.”  Matthew counsels him. 
“I agree.  While you should be seriously concerned about the trial, you should not act as if you are above it.”
“What do you expect me to do?  Smile and wave?”  Darcy asks sarcastically.
“Fitz, anger will not help your case either.  You have employed some very good lawyers to manage your case, and you have support from some very well placed individuals.”   Bingley adds.
“I apologize, but I cannot help but be incensed over the whole ordeal.  Do any of you have any idea what it is like to have people point to your house and sneer?  To have your servants taunted and harried?  To have your dogs bark almost constantly all night long because people are coming by to view the murder’s house?  In the mornings, the servants have had to clean up rubbish which has been thrown over the back wall.  Last night, the dogs’ barking woke up Ester and Elizabeth spent an hour or more rocking her back to sleep.”  Darcy is stalking about the billiard room as the others remain quiet.  They were ignorant of these events.
“Darcy,” Jonesy begins, “I did not know about any of that, and I am sorry you have to suffer so.  Is there anything we can do to ease your burden?”
Darcy looks at his longtime friend steadily.  “No, there is not.  I appreciate what you have done in coming here today, and your kindness has made Elizabeth happy.  For that, I thank you heartily.”
“Just know that we stand in support of you, and we will not leave you,”  Matthew assures him. 
The rest of the visit is spent with quiet talk and speculation regarding the upcoming trial.  After the guests depart to their homes, Darcy and Elizabeth spend some time with the children, and Darcy even teases the children causing them to giggle and laugh.  The moment is too short, however, but for Bennet and David, the time spent with their father is rewarding.
The cold, calculating eyes are fixed on Darcy house, and earlier in the evening, these eyes watched as Darcy’s friends and family came for a visit.  Knowing how much Darcy abhors circumstances which have spiraled out of control, the cruel man decides to vex Darcy further.  The evil eyes focus on the two Mastiff dogs which are patrolling in the backyard.  For the last few nights, the stranger has delighted in throwing trash over the wall as he knows it tortures the fastidious Darcy.  However, tonight he will cause Darcy more worry and angst.
The following morning, Darcy awakens after a better sleep than he has had in the last few nights.  Elizabeth remarks to him that she too has slept through the night without any disturbances and without comment, Darcy hurriedly dresses and exits the bedchamber.  He returns after a short amount of time.  Elizabeth immediately notes the tight, drawn features and Darcy’s haunted eyes.
“Both of the dogs are dead, Elizabeth.  Someone killed them.  There is not a mark on them so they must have been poisoned.  One of the groundskeepers spotted a small piece of raw meat.  This is the reason why we slept so well last night.  The dogs were not barking because they were dead.”
Elizabeth is frightened, but she maintains her calm.  “Fitzwilliam, are the children safe?  Are we safe here?”  Never has she doubted Darcy’s ability to protect her and their offspring but never before has Elizabeth faced this kind of evil.
“The children are safe.  I have already checked on them myself, and I have an armed man stationed outside of the nursery.  Furthermore, the nanny has explicit orders to ring at the slightest abnormality.  Tonight I will sleep in their room on a pallet to ensure their safety.”  Darcy’s features are drawn and tense.
“I would like to sleep in the children's’ quarters also, Fitzwilliam.”
“I think that would be a wise plan.  We will both remain with our children.  I have received a letter by special courier.  I did not wish to upset last night’s visit with the others, but it seems that in two day’s time, the first part of the trial will occur.  Just as Matthew speculated, the pressure from the Gentry has resulted in action. I have sent out missives to family and friends.  Wickham, it appears, has arrived in London, but he is being granted a few days before he is to testify.  I image the first day of testimony will be from those who the court deems as less important to the trial and then the second day will be the prosecution's star witness, none other than Wickham himself.   The papers and the wags will have much fodder.”  
“I think you are correct. However, you cannot control what others will do or say.  Please, Fitzwilliam, let us enjoy the next two days with the children.”
“That may be difficult, Love.  I will have to be in counsel with my lawyers.  I must be as prepared as possible for the trial.”
True to his word, the following two days were spent with Darcy in attendance with his lawyers.  Every detail and conversation was analyzed and dissected.  The time spent was laborious and fatiguing, but Darcy wishes to have every angle covered.  However, he worries and frets over what Wickham will testify for the prosecution.  Even though Darcy’s lawyers assure him of a favorable outcome, the meticulous man finds no comfort in their statements, and he broods over the possible outcome. 




Chapter 11

The night before the trial, Elizabeth turned on her makeshift bed in the children’s nursery and immediately noted that her spouse was not in the room.  She assured herself that the children remain safe and she left the chamber after notifying the guard that she was leaving the room.  As Elizabeth pulls her robe closer about her body and sweeps her hair out from under the collar of the robe, she makes her way to the library; certain her husband would be there.  She spies him standing in front of the darkened fireplace, staring at a single lit candle on the mantle.  Elizabeth sits in a chair near Darcy as she waits for him to speak.
Darcy is tracing on the bricks surrounding the fireplace with his long index finger.  He does not face Elizabeth as he speaks, he knows she is there to offer her special brand of comfort.
“Do you ever wonder about the people who have built these various structures?  For example, as this brick was placed, what was the man thinking about as he worked?  Did he have concerns or cares?  Perhaps, he was just content with his lot in life, and he relished the work he was doing.”  Darcy’s eyes shift to the flickering candle flame.  “What about the candlestick maker who fashioned this candle?  Did he have so many worries pressing in on him?  Sometimes I envy the simple life some people have, in which they do their work then return to their homes in the evening.  A wife and some children greet each man as he enters his house.  These people do not have to concern themselves with what others think or burden themselves with the concerns found in a massive estate.  Then again, I miss Pemberley.  I love my estate and the lands surrounding it.”
Elizabeth remains quiet as Darcy speaks his thoughts out loud.  Just as when Darcy works, he keeps up a running commentary; he does so now as he opens up his mind to Elizabeth.  The mundane musings seem to offer some odd comfort.
“I suppose by now the crops are fully grown and almost ready to be harvested.  The Lusitano mare birthed a fine colt who promises to be as beautiful as his dame.  A rich golden color with a deep black mane and tail.  I have been receiving regular updates from Pemberley.”  Elizabeth can hear the wistfulness in Darcy’s voice.  “Tempest arrived safely at Pemberley.  I am glad I sent him especially after what happened to the dogs.  I could really do with a good and furious run aboard Tempest.”  Darcy has a small smile on his lips.
“There is that one area, near the cattle shed, you are familiar with it, Elizabeth, where that hill crests so magnificently.  There are no trees to impede the view once one has attained the top of the hill and the breezes up there are always so refreshing.  Every chance I get during the summer months, I take Tempest up that hill, and I believe he enjoys the race to the top as much as I do.”
“You will do so again, My Husband.  You and your great black steed will challenge then conquer that hill, and I will relish watching you do so.”  
Darcy pivots and faces Elizabeth.  “Will I?  Will I once more return to my life out in the country, on my estate, overseeing my people?  Or will I instead be found guilty of murder and find myself sitting in some dank cell awaiting my death?  Oh Elizabeth, how did everything spiral out of control?  Gunther wanted me dead, but there still appears to be others who wish the same fate for me.”  Darcy returns to his contemplative study of the candle.  Elizabeth cannot give him the succor he needs as she too cannot know the outcome of the next few days.  Instead, she offers her tacit support before they both return to the children’s nursery and a fitful night of rest.
Early the next morning, Elizabeth and Darcy are readying themselves for the day in court.  Many family and friends will attend also, and some will be asked to testify on behalf of Darcy.  Darcy is fingering a powdered wig, but he decides not to wear it.  He will present himself as he is, without false adornment or finery.  Soon though they must depart, and they do with trepidation.
Old Bailey is the scene of the trial, and the massive rectangular room is crammed full of spectators and those connected to the case.  Elizabeth is seated with Georgiana and Matthew, Jonesy and Kitty, Jane and Charles.  Henry is present as well, but he is across the room seated with some other retired military men and some Bow Street Runners.  He acknowledges and nods as his family takes their seats.  Darcy will stand in an area known as ‘the dock’ which faces the witness stand.  The judge is seated on the other side of the room.  A table below the judge’s stand houses the lawyers, clerks, and writers.  The gaslights are lit so that the light may be reflected off of the accused man’s face so that the judge and others may gauge his reactions to the testimony presented.  For a private man as Darcy, this arrangement is torture.
     Elizabeth can see him twisting his signet ring, and she feels his angst.  All the focus will be on him, and he has never been comfortable in a large gathering of people even when the event is joyous let alone one as dire as this event.   She cannot go to him, and Elizabeth repeatedly dabs at the tears which pool in her eyes.  The witnesses will wait in a separate room until called up and the judge has his own room to repair to during breaks or between trials.  For Darcy though, there will be no such luxury, but fortunately, he will not have to go through the narrow passageway leading to the Newgate Prison.  Darcy’s position in the ton spared him that indignity.  As soon as the crowd settles down and the call to order is given, the first of the witnesses come forward.  He is one of the two drunkards who reported to the constable that Darcy was involved in a duel with the unfortunate Gunther.  The second drunk has the same story, and it is evident that neither man is taking the proceedings seriously, rather they think it is all very amusing.
As Darcy had predicted before, his family and friends who are called up to give character references, offer their support and give glowing accounts of Darcy but it is to be expected and in Darcy’s opinion, does little to help his case.  The next witness, however, gives Darcy quite a surprise and he cannot help but stiffen when Miss Polmear is called up to speak.  Some in the crowd note Darcy’s tenseness and the judge raises an eyebrow.  The prosecution speaks to Miss Polmear first.  After the necessary questions about who she is and how she may be related to the case, they come to the point of her testimony. 
“Can you say that you have known Mr. Darcy for many years, Miss Polmear?”  The first lawyer asks.
“Yes, I can.  I have attended many society events in which Mr. Darcy was also present.”  Miss Polmear is dressed fashionably and in high style.
“Have you had much contact with Mr. Darcy?  Have you spoken to him on many occasions?”
With a saucy flip of her head, she answers,  “No, no one can claim to have spoken with Mr. Darcy at any event.  He prefers to be taciturn and unsociable.”
“Could such a man be called cruel or callous?” 
Miss Polmear fixes a hard stare on Darcy as she responds, “most definitely.  He is impervious to the cares and concerns of those around him.  He is eaten up with his own pride and importance.”
The courtroom buzzes with noise as those who concur with Miss Polmear and those who are aghast at such an insinuation voice their opinions.  Elizabeth bows her head as some of her own hurtful words haunt her.  Jane reaches over and squeezes Elizabeth’s hand.  Georgiana is gripping her husband's hand as she shakes her head at the hurtful remarks.  Darcy pulls his shoulders back, and his face is impassive, but his fiddling with his ring has not ceased.  Elizabeth feels his pain and nervousness, but she cannot succor him.
“Would a man such as you describe Mr. Darcy, would he be capable of committing murder?”
“If you are asking me if I believe that Mr. Darcy murdered Mr. Gunther, I would have to say, yes.  I believe Mr. Darcy killed Mr. Gunther.”  A clamor erupts at Miss Polmear’s proclamation, and the prosecuting lawyer smiles in victory as he gives way for Darcy’s lawyer to question Miss Polmear.  The order is restored, and Darcy takes a deep breath.  Miss Polmear has inflicted much damage.
Miss Polmear is a shallow and vindictive woman who has used her feminine wiles for years to entice gentlemen to whisper secrets into her ears.  The papers have used her information to fill their gossip columns and to fan rumors throughout various gatherings of the Elite.  Darcy has rebuffed the woman on many occasions, and she speaks out of jealousy and spite.  It is not long before the Darcy lawyer has Miss Polmear on the edge of tears and her testimony called into question.  A lengthy list of former lovers is produced, and Miss Polmear is subjected to admitting to dalliances with each name mentioned.
The gossip writers are furiously scribbling, and they note that Mr. Darcy is not counted among Miss Polmear’s lovers, however, when she admits to numerous encounters with the deceased Mr. Gunther, the crowd once more titters and gasps.  Darcy’s own testimony neither helps him nor harms him as he recounts the events unemotionally and factually.   The final witness for the day is Mr. Wallace.  He helps Darcy’s case, and the prosecuting lawyers are unable to confuse the man’s testimony.  Darcy’s lawyers count the day as a positive one, and Darcy is allowed to return to Darcy house for the evening.  However, this day’s occurrences will pale in comparison to tomorrow’s events.  The anticipation is high for when Mr. Wickham takes the stand and speaks about his childhood friend, Mr. Darcy.
Neither Darcy nor Elizabeth can find much rest this night.  They spend most of the night in quiet conversation, and once Elizabeth drifts into a fitful doze, Darcy slips over to the beds which hold his two sons.  He draws a sad sigh as he ponders the very real possibility that he may never see them again.  He played with the boys for a few hours when he and Elizabeth returned home from the trial, and he tried to his best to appear relaxed and happy for his sons’ benefit.  However, the boys sensed his discomfiture, and Elizabeth gently explained to the boys that their father was tending to some very important business and that soon, he would be able to spend more time with them.  Darcy had held Elizabeth’s gaze with his own as she spoke, but he did not contradict what she said.
Now, Darcy turns his attention to the baby asleep in her crib.  Ester is a calm, easy baby and is a joy to be around.  Her wide, toothless grins are constant, and she giggles readily at her silly father who makes faces for her.  Tears threaten to spill as Darcy considers that Ester may grow up never knowing him, similar to how Georgiana grew up without knowing her mother.  Of course, if Darcy does not know victory after this trial, his children will learn that their father was a convicted murderer.  The unfairness of the situation makes Darcy bitter.  Lastly, Darcy focuses on his slumbering wife, curled up on a pallet near her children.  He laments that so much of her acquaintance with him has brought her pain.  Elizabeth would protest his conclusions, but Darcy cannot help but brood over all of his past mistakes.
With a shuddering breath and shrug of his shoulders, he makes his way to his pallet to try to find a few moments of rest before the dawn comes, signaling either the first day of the rest of his life or the end of everything he stands for.  Once the rest of the house awakens, Darcy and Elizabeth have breakfast with the children then kiss them goodbye as they make their way to the waiting carriage.  They planned to arrive early so they could enter the courtroom without fanfare and exposure to the curious crowds.  The rest of the family has arrived as well, and they quietly stand and talk.  Henry is there, and he does not offer much comment.  He and Darcy have not communicated since Henry ranted at Darcy in the study some days before.
When the trial once more commences, the first witness to take the stand is Mr. Shoemaker.  Mr. Shoemaker had been involved in some business dealings with Darcy, and Darcy only worked with the man to gain access to some profitable connections Mr. Shoemaker offered.  Once Darcy made the connections himself, he no longer contacted Mr. Shoemaker, thus cutting the man out of lucrative deals.  Most gentlemen found Mr. Shoemaker to be crude and uncouth, but they too had used the man in the past to gain access to others in the business world.  Unfortunately for Darcy, Mr. Shoemaker is glad to even the score, and he has nothing but disdain for Darcy.  His testimony basically paints Darcy once more as cold and vindictive, a man unconcerned with the plight of others, one who only cares about himself and his concerns.
A few more friends and associates take the stand to speak on behalf of Darcy and even the lady who oversees the orphanage, which Darcy routinely visits, cannot seem to turn the tide in Darcy’s favor.  Darcy ducks his head as the woman speaks glowingly of Darcy’s kindness to these most unfortunate children and his gift to the orphans of a rescued horse, but it does little to sway the low opinion many have of Darcy.  Then a short break is announced before Wickham is to take the stand.  Darcy avails himself of some water, but he refuses any food.
Once more, the trial begins, and a hush falls over all assembled as Wickham comes into the room.  Darcy notes Wickham had lost the haughty, overconfident demeanor he sported when they were growing up together and when at Cambridge, but he now moves with the confidence of a man who knows his place in the world.  It is not the false bravado of a hustler and con man, but of a man who has nothing more to prove and is self-assured.  Wickham’s pleasing aspect is marred by an ugly scar which cuts across his left cheekbone near his eye and nose, then extends to his chin.  Shapneral has claimed Wickham’s looks, and Darcy experiences a sinking feeling.  That scar will be another grievance in Wickham’s long list of crimes he blames on Darcy.  With a jaunty swagger, Wickham claims his spot on the witness stand and his gaze sweeps over those gathered.  He is in control, and he relishes the power and fame which has been bestowed upon him.




Chapter 12

Approaching the smug Wickham, the prosecution’s lawyer sports a smile of his own, clearly enjoying the show.  The man quickly asks Wickham about his name, his career, and other details of Wickham’s life.  He makes sure that all in the audience are aware of Wickham’s military service and his valor on the battlefield.  Wickham swells with importance, then settles in to answer the rest of the counsel’s questions.  Once the lawyer asks Wickham about his connection to Darcy, he does not interrupt as Wickham starts his very familiar and well-known narrative.
“You may be surprised to know that I am well-connected to the Pemberley estate, why I have been connected there since infancy.  Darcy and I grew up together there and played together.  We were friends, almost like brothers.  Mr. Darcy, the elder, treated me like a son, in fact, he provided for me in his will.  A living in the church was to be mine.”  As Darcy hears the same old tired lines, he straightens his shoulders as if waiting for a physical blow.  Henry was correct, Wickham will not be as forgiving as Darcy.  Wickham will use his power and influence to destroy Darcy and avenge himself.
Wickham smiles as Elizabeth tastes a bitter bile roll up in her mouth.  Wickham means to see an end to Darcy’s life and his lies about the living will be a figurative dagger to Darcy’s heart.  Elizabeth looks at her husband, who is standing tall and erect.  He does not betray his trepidation or anger.  Elizabeth has a deep despair sweep over her, once more her magnificent and kind husband will be sorely misjudged.
“So the living in the church was to be your lot?  How did you come to find yourself in the military instead?”  The attorney asks the obvious and leading questions.
“Darcy, of course.  He paid for my commission and found me a unit up to the north in Newcastle.”
“What of the living provided for you in the elder Mr. Darcy’s will?  Why did the present Mr. Darcy not see fit to follow his father’s wishes?”
“My old friend did not believe me suited for the clergy and instead gave the living to another man.”
“Indeed, please continue and tell the court about the exchange.”
“I approached Darcy about the living, and he stated that he did not think me one to take orders.  I was given a payout instead of the living, and I left Pemberley to make my way in the world.  It was difficult, and I found myself low on funds and without any way to make my own fortune.”
The prosecuting team is almost gleeful with triumph.  Wickham will paint Darcy as spiteful and cruel, shaking off a childhood friend and condemning him to a life of poverty.  All of the glowing and positive accolades from family and friends will mean nothing compared to what Wickham will reveal.  Elizabeth aches to be with her husband as she knows of his shyness and reserve.  This ordeal is agonizing for Darcy. The questioning lawyer springs his next query to ensure Darcy’s fate.
“So you may say that Mr. Darcy is cruel and cold.  A person who would allow you to wallow in destitution.  A man who may have acted out of jealousy and spite because of the fondness his own father showed to you.  A man who could not stand the thought that his father may have thought highly of you, so he sought to bring you low and to see you without the means to support yourself?  A man who would seek revenge?”
The pause is dramatic and a current of anticipation ripples through the crowd.  Here is the moment which will decide Mr. Darcy’s fate.  Wickham fixes an imperturbable stare on the lawyer before he answers.
“Absolutely… not.”  The response causes an uproar until order is once more restored.  Wickham is pressed to clarify his response for surely he has made a mistake.
“Mr. Darcy was correct in his assumption that I was not suitable for the church.  It was Mr. Darcy who did indeed, pay for my commission in the regulars.  Furthermore, Mr. Darcy not only stood up with me when I married my wife, but he also paid for the wedding and all the surrounding costs.  Mr. Darcy is more than a friend to me, he is my brother, for my wife, Lydia, is a sister to Mrs. Darcy.”  Astonishment once more charges through the masses, but Wickham is not finished.
“It is Mr. Darcy who gave me some of the best advice of my life when he encouraged me to make the most of my life in the King’s army, and he assured me of his confidence in my abilities.  Mr. Darcy has always been a kind and benevolent man.  I can recall numerous incidents when Mr. Darcy acted without a thought about his own well-being when someone was in trouble or needed immediate assistance.  When Mr. Darcy was fourteen, he dove into a stream in the middle of winter to save a child who had fallen through the ice.  I was there also and witnessed his gallantry.  I can speak to the care of his sister when their mother passed and then later in life when their father passed.  Mr. Darcy was the sole comfort to a grieving and distraught sister while he still managed to run his estate with fairness and wisdom.”
These pronouncements from Wickham are unexpected, and Georgiana fixes her eyes on Elizbeth’s face.  Both women wonder if Wickham still will have some devious plan which he will yet unleash.  Henry is flummoxed, and he cannot help, but to wonder the same as the ladies.  Darcy’s reaction is the most interesting, however.  He has ceased worrying his ring, and there is a certain calmness which has entered his being.  Wickham locked eyes with Darcy during the beginning of his narrative, and a look passed between the two men.  Wickham did not forget the kindness Darcy bestowed in the field a few years ago.
The flustered lawyer attempts once more to have Wickham sully Darcy’s reputation while making the case that Darcy would easily have taken Mr. Gunther’s life in pure malice and spite.  The lawyer questions Wickham further.
“That is all very good, Mr. Wickham, but I have others present here who will testify that you have told a much different tale.  One in which Mr. Darcy treated you poorly, and with the intent to see you robbed of what was rightfully yours.  A tale which highlights the contempt Mr. Darcy repeatedly heaped upon you because he was jealous of the close relationship you had with his father.  A tale which illustrates Mr. Darcy’s disdain for those he feels below his station.  Mr. Darcy is a man without principles, one who would resort to violence, in this instance, a duel, to settle a score when he thought his honor to be challenged.”  The beads of sweat on the lawyer’s brow betray the man’s agitation.  He is losing his case.
Wickham is unmoved and unperturbed about the prosecution’s discussion regarding the discrepancies in his stories.  Sporting the same gauzy smile and the smooth, slick voice that he has perfected over the years, Wickham prepares to answer the charges.  Darcy almost has trouble keeping a smile from coming onto his face; he knows that old George can outmaneuver the best of them.  Darcy holds one hand over his lips as Wickham begins to speak.
“Do you see this scar running down the side of my face?”  Wickham asks the attorney as he traces the scar with his fingertips.  “I earned this scar in battle when our regiment engaged a French column near Charleroi.  Most here are aware of the battle and the resulting victory, but I am not here to speak about battlefield exploits, rather I am here to exonerate an innocent and fine man.  This scar is a constant reminder to me that I must be responsible for my own actions, my own life, and my own decisions.  Yes, I mistakenly told many other people a tired, worn-out lie about how Mr. Darcy caused me misery, but as I am under oath, and because I wish to right a wrong, I will tell everyone here that my former story was told out of the same malice and spite that this court wishes to accuse Mr. Darcy of.”
The courtroom and the spectators have become eerily quiet as this revelation is spoken.  Darcy’s face is neutral now, but Elizabeth knows memories of the past still give him pain.  Wickham is ready to drop his final volley, and it will shake all of those gathered.
“I accept that I acted poorly towards Mr. Darcy before my commission in the regulars, but I will no longer do so.  The truth will be told, and henceforth, no one should accuse Mr. Darcy of acting in any manner, but of the highest caliber.  If anyone should be on trial here for murder and revenge, it should be none other than Mr. Gunther, himself.  He was the one who acted out of spite and evil intent.”
“How can you make such a ludicrous claim against a deceased man who cannot defend himself?  Have you no shame, Mr. Wickham?  Furthermore, based on your prior comments, you admitted to lying about your history with Mr. Darcy. Therefore you have called your reputation and honesty into question. All of your testimony is suspect!”  The agitated and overwrought lawyer shrieks at Wickham.  With a calm and almost blasé look at the reddened man, Wickham responds.
“The judge has in his possession a large sum of money which was given to me by none other than Mr. Gunther.  Mr. Gunther approached me shortly after the supposed robbers attacked Mr. Darcy.  Mr. Gunther told me that the robbery was to look like an accidental murder.  Instead, Mr. Darcy survived a brutal attack upon his person and Mr. Gunther was most displeased that his plans to have Mr. Darcy murdered went awry.  The men hired to kill Mr. Darcy are no more than common criminals who were interested in payment, and they did not have any connection to Mr. Gunther.  Your investigations proved that to be true and they are to be sent to the former colonies.”
“Mr. Gunther was incensed that his plan failed and before he accosted Darcy near his home, which resulted in his demise, Mr. Gunther asked me to have Mr. Darcy meet with another unfortunate accident, this time at the hands of a trained and battle-hardened man such as myself.  Mr. Gunther gave me the money as a downpayment because he was certain I would be short on funds.  Mr. Gunther came to this conclusion based on my own poor behavior in the past, and he was certain I held an extreme dislike for Mr. Darcy.” 
“I turned the funds over to my commanding officer who sent them to the Court.  It would seem that Mr. Gunther’s deep-seated hatred of Mr. Dracy made him impatient to see Mr. Darcy’s life ended so he took matters into his own hands and confronted Darcy in London.  I arrived here as quickly as I could to defend Mr. Darcy and to assure the money was given over to the authorities.”
The agitated lawyer tries once more to shake Wickham, and he proceeds to bring up some of Wickham’s checkered past.  “Mr. Wickham, your valor on the battlefield notwithstanding, you are a man who has had gambling debts in the past as well as a liking for the ladies.”
“What man here objects to the ladies?”  Wickham asks with a rakish grin as the court breaks out in twitters and snickers.
“You are a married man, Sir!”
“As are you, Counselor!”  Wickham fires back as the attorney’s crimson cheeks, and sputtering cough belie his secret.  Darcy slides a finger over his upturned mouth while studying the floor.  This exchange is Wickham at his best or perhaps his worst.  Either way, Darcy figures Wickham’s poker playing must have improved immensely.  Wickham pulled his bluff off flawlessly.  Wickham now becomes serious and commanding.
“I will not let someone like Mr. Gunther sully the reputation I have harshly won.  I now know what it is to be a respectable man,” here Wickham grazes his scar once more, “and furthermore, I am, thanks to Mr. Darcy and his foresight, a proud member of His Majesty’s Army, not a hired killer.”
At this point, the judge leans forward and places his folded hands on the desktop before him.  “I believe you should have no further questions, Counselor?”  He askes as the lawyer shakes his head.  “Mr. Wickham has spoken the truth.  I have the money safely stowed away along with a missive from Mr. Wickham’s commanding officer who has verified Mr. Wickham’s story and this officer stakes his reputation on the claim.  I allowed this trial to continue, only to ensure that justice is served and so that no one doubts Mr. Darcy’s innocence in the whole matter.”  Another dramatic pause ensues as the judge draws in his breath.  “I pronounce Mr. Darcy innocent of the murder of Mr. Gunther.  He is free to return to his home, not only as a free man but as a man with a stellar reputation and as a man of uncommon integrity.”  The gavel pounds down loudly and with finality.  The court is dismissed.
Elizabeth is caught in the crowd and unable to make her way as quickly as she wished to be by her husband’s side.  Many friends are clamping Darcy on the back and shaking his hand.  Finally, Elizabeth’s party comes to where Darcy is standing.  Bingley is pumping his hand vigorously while Matthew is smiling.  Georgiana has hugged her brother tightly as she wipes the tears from her eyes and Jonesy engulfs Darcy in a bear hug of his own.  Darcy pulls Elizabeth tightly to his side as the tension drains from his body.  The ordeal has taken a toll on the private and quiet man.  But a pair of malevolent eyes glares at those gathered about Darcy.  With a snort of disgust, another cigarette is flung to the ground and viciously stomped out.
Once the Darcy party has made its way out onto the streets in front of Old Bailey, Henry comes up to where the group is standing.  “I would never have thought it, Cousin.  Simply unbelievable.”  Before Darcy can respond, Wickham approaches the gathering, slowly and respectfully.
“Darcy, I cannot imagine what these last few weeks must have been like for you.”  Wickham begins as he offers his hand to Darcy, but before Darcy can take it, another voice shatters the conversation.
“You bastard, you lying, conniving bastard, you will pay for what you have done!  You’ve ruined everything!”  The owner of the malicious eyes screeches then sights in on Wickham and pulls the trigger on his pistol before anyone can react.  Wickham grunts as he falls to the ground while clutching at a gaping wound in his chest.  Blood starts to seep from his mouth as he speaks his last to Darcy.  The shooter is quickly subdued and disarmed, but Darcy does not notice; he is kneeling next to Wickham while holding his head up.
“Well Fitz, I always figured I would meet my end on the battlefield, not like this.  Shot by a worthless individual.”  A rattled breath shakes Wickham as he notes Darcy’s tight, drawn face, “come now Fitz, it will be fine.  No need to be so uptight.  Do not worry about old George.”  As Wickham tries to make a small jest, he motions to Darcy to lean closer as he gathers the last bit of strength.  For Darcy, the scene eerily reminds him of the time right before his mother passed away. 
“Be careful Fitz.  There are others out there who wish you harm.”  Wickham’s eyes slide shut as he mutters his final words.  “Quis det ut moriar prote.”  With a last shutter and gasp, George Wickham dies.  Darcy removes his waistcoat and places it over Wickham’s face then he holds Elizabeth to his side as she sobs.  Georgiana is clinging to Matthew while Jonesy stares wide-eyed with Kitty clutching him.  Charles and Jane are shocked silent.  Henry is deeply searching Darcy’s face as Darcy mumbles the translation of Wickham’s final words, “who would grant that I might die for you?”




Chapter 13

Darcy and Elizabeth are once more at Darcy house a few days after the stunning conclusion of Darcy’s trial.  Henry along with Georgiana and Matthew, Jonesy and Kitty, Charles and Jane are all in attendance as well.  Henry is filling in the missing gaps in the fantastic plot.
“It appears that Mr. Gunther has long been in the business of convincing others to invest in some wild scheme of his then when the profits never materialize, Gunther moves on.  Mr. Wallace found out that Gunther was very vexed with you over the Blythe matter.  Once Fitz exposed his lies and duplicitous nature to Mr. Blythe, Gunther was incensed and came to the Blythe estate to try to convince the man otherwise.  Imagine Gunther’s shock when Fitz was there along with Harland, who Gunther also was trying to fleece.  The argument became heated, and when Gunther, in a fit of rage, swung at Fitz, Fitz quickly and cleanly dispatched the man.”
“Gunther never forgave me for my interference in the matter, and he sought many ways to entangle me in some debacle or another.  If it was not me, he tried to ingratiate himself upon a member of my family or with my friends.”  Darcy concurs with his cousin.
“Exactly.  Astonishingly, the deceased Mr. Cleese was stripped of much of his wealth before he married Miss Bingley.  Cleese required Caroline’s dowery just to stay afloat.”  Darcy rolls his eyes at Henry’s nautical reference.
“In a way, Gunther did manage to wrap some of your family into his web, although at the time Charles was not married to Jane.  Gunther approached Charles on numerous times but thanks to Fitz’s teachings and sermons,” another eye roll punctuates Henry’s remark, “Charles was alerted to Gunther’s slimy ways.”  Henry beams as he and Darcy have returned to their usual bantering and teasing.
“How is Miss Polmear involved in all of this mess?  I know she is a gossip.”  Elizabeth wants to know.
“That is perhaps the juiciest and interesting part of the story.”  Henry waves his index finger about as his eyes shine.
“Come now Henry, do not be crass, just finish the story without dramatics.”  Darcy sniffs even though he is as curious as the rest.
Henry lowers his voice as he relates his intelligence.  “Miss Polmear, as everyone knows, has led an interesting life.  She and Gunther have been lovers for many years.  Gunther lavished gifts on her from the money he swindled others out of and she, in turn, offered him companionship.”  A devilish gleam claims Henry’s eyes once more as Darcy snorts his disgust.  “Wait for it, Fitz.  Gunther is not the only one who is deeply connected.  Wickham’s murderer, the illustrious and flirtatious Sir Pierce has been Miss Polmear’s paramour for many years also.  Sir Pierce was stripped of most of his wealth by Gunther but rather than allow the man to make off with it; Pierce threatened him, so Gunther made him a silent partner so to speak.”
“I would not have thought Pierce could scare anyone.  The man strikes me as spineless.  Seducing ladies and slinking off into the bushes seems to be his forte.”  Darcy sneers.
“Yes, you would know Cousin, as the man is positively frightened of you.  All that glowering and scowling unnerves him.”  Henry smirks at a grimacing Darcy.
Jonsey pipes up, “I must defend my friend, Fitz is all that is amiable and kind.”  Jonesy has a wide smile break on his face as Darcy glares at him.
“Pierce approached Caroline at the Sease’s party in the hopes of sinking his claws into her remaining money.  When Caroline asked to view his ledgers, the man almost went barmy.”  Charles reveals.
“Pierce had hoped he could come upon an easy mark, but he did not count on Caroline’s resistance.  However, both Pierce and Gunther already made plans to eliminate Darcy.  Gunther and Pierce paid for and planned for the attack on Fitz.”  Henry immediately sobers before he continues.  “This next part will cause discomfort, but I wish for all of you to know.  Some of my former military associates did some digging, and they found out that Pierce wished to charm Elizabeth once she became a widow.”
The thunderous cast to Darcy’s face is instant and dark.  Elizabeth and the children would have been unprotected and alone for the unscrupulous Pierce to prey upon.  Jonesy puts a hand on his friend’s shoulder, as he knows Darcy seethes with anger.  “Steady Fitz, it is over now.”
As Darcy composes himself, Henry resumes, “Pierce is not the only one with his eyes on the Darcy fortune.  Remember when you and Elizabeth were first married, and you became so ill, Fitz?  Rumors abounded, and many thought you had met your demise.  Gunther came to Pemberley believing those tales, and he too hoped to court the widowed Mrs. Darcy.  When Charles and I produced those prewritten dismissal letters, Gunther could not escape quickly enough.  He feared you as much as Pierce does.”   
“Before my marriage, when the highwaymen attacked you and me on our way to London from Kent?”  Darcy asks, but he already knows the answer.
“That was Gunther acting alone when he hired the highwaymen.  Gunther had not yet swindled Pierce.  That occurred after you and Elizabeth were married.”
“So after the robbers attacked me and left me for dead in London by the warehouse, Gunther became so incensed that I survived that he no longer listened to Pierce’s advice, and Gunther took matters into his own hands after the plan failed.  Gunther was going to gun me down without thought then he along with Pierce would try to move in on a grieving wife and family.  However, they did not count on the two drunks witnessing Gunther accosting me, and once I was made a suspect in the murder of Gunther, Pierce decided to let the court do his dirty work and hang me.”
“Pierce knew Gunther approached Wickham and paid Wickham to kill you.  What Pierce did not figure on was Gunther attempting to murder you himself before Wickham could do so.  Nor did Pierce consider that Wickham would tell the truth and turn on Gunther in court.  All of Pierce’s dreams of laying claim to some part of the Darcy wealth was turned to ashes when Wickham uncovered Gunther.  But it seems as if Wickham was unaware of how deeply involved Pierce is or perhaps Wickham was beginning to suspect Pierce, and that is what he meant by his warning to you Fitz.”  Charles whistles lowly as the last bit of intelligence sinks in.
“Incredible.” Whispers Matthew as he squeezes Georgiana’s hand.  Over the evening meal, the gathering of family and friends continue to discuss the trial and the stunning revelations.  Once the guests have left, Henry lingers behind and motions for Darcy to follow him into the library.  Elizabeth first is alarmed, but Darcy waves her concern away and asks her to wait up for him in their quarters.  Once Elizabeth has left the two men alone, Henry begins to pace and fidget as Darcy takes a seat behind a large mahogany desk.  Darcy’s face is impassive as he waits for Henry to speak.
“There is more I must tell you about Pierce, but I did not think it appropriate to speak of it in front of the others.”  Henry opens.  “As you are aware, Pierce wished to try to charm Elizabeth once she became a widow,”  Henry notes his cousin stiffening.  “Since his arrest, Pierce has been telling all his knows.  He admitted to an alliance with Gunther and all of their evil plans, but what you may not know is that it was Pierce who threw the rubbish over the back wall and Pierce who poisoned your dogs.”  As Darcy becomes more angered, Henry releases the last bit of information.  “Pierce has been watching you and your family for quite some time.  He saw Elizabeth take the fall with Zephyr, he monitored Darcy House and kept surveillance over those who came and left.  Pierce has been watching you for some time now.”
“He was at Pemberley then?  Waiting for a chance to strike?  There has always been some tension between Pierce and me, but I would never have thought that he held this much animosity for me.”
“The man became desperate after losing his fortune.  Gunther could never replace the money Pierce lost on the shady deals Gunther invested in.  Pierce’s desperation led him to a very dark place, one which included murder.  Fitzwilliam,” Henry begins as Darcy’s left brow shoots up at Henry’s proper use of his name.  “I owe you an apology.  I should never have lost my temper with you when I found out about Wickham testifying at the trial.  Worse, I abandoned you during a trying time.  I am profoundly sorry.”
“Henry, there is no need to apologize.  I understand that you acted out of fear.  Fear for me and the future.  Wickham had given you scant reason to believe that he would act in an honorable manner.  I appreciate all you have done for me, including the intelligence you gained from your former military connections.”
“You are all that is magnanimous and charitable.”  Henry wants to continue, but Darcy interrupts him.
“Henry, you have finally concluded that I am the superior man.  Thank you for the accolades.”  Darcy has the small upturn to his mouth indicating his jesting.
“Pompous and incorrigible is more like it.”  Henry grunts at his smirking cousin.
“Admittedly, there were times when I questioned my wisdom in allowing Wickham his freedom those three years ago.  I even began to agree with you, and I too feared that I had condemned myself.”  Darcy has become serious once more.
“Instead, Fitz, you saved yourself.  Never would I have believed that your actions then would result in your salvation now.”  Henry slides an object across the desk as Darcy concurs with his statement.
“What is this?” Darcy asks then narrows his eyes as he recognizes the object, “oh for the love of God!  Unbelievable!  How on earth did you find this infernal thing?”  Darcy rolls his eyes as Henry grins broadly. 
“You thanked me for using my connections, and one of the things they did was to return this watch to your possession.  I am aware of how fond you are of this particular watch and Jonesy will be pleased you have it once more.”
The sardonic grunt Darcy gives amuses Henry further.  “I have changed my mind.  I do not accept your apology, Henry.”
“When do you accept anything, Fitz?  I will take my leave from you and return to my townhouse.  After a day or so, I plan to return to Kent.  What will you do?”
“I am going to speak to Elizabeth, and we will make plans to return to Pemberley, but first, I have decided that we must stay in London for some time to squelch any rumors.”  Henry understands Darcy’s concern.  Once Henry has departed for the night, Darcy makes his way to the private quarters where his wife awaits.  Elizabeth is curled up in her favorite chair by the window in the joint sitting room.  Her long hair is down, and she has brushed it out.  It fans over her shoulders and some trails down her back.  She searches Darcy’s face as he enters the room, and seeing that Darcy does not appear to be tense, Elizabeth relaxes and smiles at him.
“Henry told me more about Gunther and Pierce’s roles in this debacle. Fortunately, I will not be required to testify nor attend as Pierce has told all of his secrets to spare his own hide.  However, that will not matter, as Pierce murdered Wickham in cold blood.  Henry feels that Pierce will hang.  Also, those who attacked me are to be sent to America and are never to return.  For our family and us, it is over; the whole ordeal is over.”  Darcy walks over to the small sidebar where he pours himself a small snifter of brandy.  As he swirls the liquid in the glass, Elizabeth speaks.
“Then we will make plans to return to Pemberley in the next day or so?”  Elizabeth asks eagerly.
“No, we do not.  The Darcys will be staying in London.”
“I do not understand.  Why do you wish to stay?  Are you not anxious to return to Pemberley and oversee the fall harvest?”
Darcy smiles as he can easily comprehend his wife’s confusion and her insights are correct; he would like nothing better than to return to the peace and tranquility found only at Pemberley. 
“We must stay.  After all which has transpired, it is important for us to be seen in Town.  Rumors and speculation will be put to rest, and it will not appear as if I am afraid or unwilling to be seen in the public eye.  It is the way of my world, our world, Elizabeth.  So with this thought in mind, I have already decided that we will take the children on a picnic.  In addition, I plan to show you one of the steam engines which is to be utilized on the new tramway.  Also, I plan to procure a couple more mastiffs to replace the dogs we lost.”  Darcy becomes quiet as the unsettling events of this summer replay through his mind.
Elizabeth senses his turmoil and seeks to distract him from his sober thoughts.  “Fitzwilliam, I would be delighted to partake in a picnic with you and the children.  The idea of viewing one of the steam engines is most intriguing.  Do you have any other plans for us?”
“I thought to attend a symphony performance as well.  Often, there are pieces performed which one does not always have the pleasure of hearing.”  Darcy stretches and starts to remove his jackets and cravat.  “I must admit to an extreme amount of fatigue.”  Next, come the boots and Darcy grunts as he bends to remove them.  “Henry apologized for his outburst here earlier when he first found out that Wickham was coming to testify.  He admitted that when I forgave Wickham all that time ago, that I was not saving Wickham, but rather, I saved myself.  It is staggering to think that without Wickham, proving my innocence would have been much more difficult.  Who would have thought?”
Darcy drains the last of his drink from the glass then holds out his hand to Elizabeth so they may both claim their bed.  Elizabeth does not fall asleep as easily as her emotionally drained spouse who is now slumbering deeply.  Some of his hair scatters over his brow, and the tense lines which have been present on his face are finally starting to ease.  While she understands and accepts his reserve when amongst others, Elizabeth can see how once more his taciturn nature has led others to misjudge him.  She settles down farther into the bed and sleep overtakes her.  The next morning, her spouse has already awakened early and left her a note explaining his absence.  Elizabeth laughs as she reads the short love note and spies the crude stick figures at the bottom of the page.  Darcy is with his boys.
Elizabeth finds him in a room near the boys’ quarters where the children’s toys are kept.  Happy chatter and light laughter float down the hallway.  Once inside of the room, Elizabeth sees more ridiculous drawings Darcy has done to entertain the boys and now all three are busily building a tower with wooden blocks just as Darcy had so many years ago with his grandfather.  The nanny brings in Ester and Elizabeth sits down on a settee with the baby to watch the antics of her men.
“Can we build it higher, Papa?”  Bennet asks with his shining eyes searching his father’s face.
“We can try, Son.”  Before Bennet or Darcy can place another block, David, in a burst of energy tries to put a block on the top of the tower, but instead causes the whole pile to tip and crash down.  Elizabeth purses her lips to keep the laughter in check as she witnesses an immature imitation of the scowl Darcy gives, ripple across young Bennet’s face.  Darcy’s blue eyes are bright with merriment as Bennet tries to rebuild the tower while warning his brother about being more careful.
“Papa, you keep David from using the blocks while I stack.”  A very serious young man directs as his parents giggle.
“Were you so serious as a boy, Mr. Darcy?”  Elizabeth teases.
“Absolutely.  In order to achieve any goal, Elizabeth, one must remain focused and determined regardless of any setbacks.”  Darcy intones gravely, but Elizabeth is not fooled as she sees his upturned mouth.  “Hard work and dedication produce results.”
“And ruined shirts, Mr. Darcy.”  Elizabeth purrs at him as he laughs once more.  Elizabeth is heartened to see a return of Darcy’s humor and jesting.  He is starting to put the dark summer behind him.
Later in the day after a lunch with the children, Darcy and Elizabeth take a carriage ride to see the steam engines near one of the warehouses.  Upon their arrival at the rail yards, Elizabeth is introduced to some of the men who manage the massive machines.  One gentleman, Mr. Fusco, an Italian gentleman who has his home in London and has a knack for machinery, greets Elizabeth but he is not convinced a lady should be around any sort of technology.  The particular engine the Darcys are to inspect has been giving the men fits as it refuses to function properly.  Mr. Fusco bounds off after the greeting to shout orders to the workers in a mixture of Italian and English as the engine begins to chug once more.  Darcy approaches with Elizabeth on his arm then releases her as he begins to talk to the agitated man.  Elizabeth is fascinated by the moving parts and sounds of the engine, and just as she reaches out to lightly touch one of the wheels, the persnickety engine sputters and dies once more.
“Wassa matter wid dis ting?  Women and machinery, no good together, I tell you, Darcee.”  Mr. Fusco states then once more rushes off to direct more men to check various parts.
“I did nothing wrong!”  An indignant Elizabeth proclaims.
“Women and machinery do not mix, Mrs. Darcy.”  Darcy snickers as Elizabeth narrows her eyes at her amused spouse.
“Incorrigible.”
The following day finds the family enjoying the fair weather and the promised picnic.  The boys are happily playing with a ball in the grass while Darcy holds a contented Ester on his lap.  Darcy makes faces for the baby and grins along with her as she smiles a wide, toothless grin.  The servants have packed a particularly delicious feast in the baskets, and the family is at ease.  Some acquaintances have stopped by periodically to offer their support and thankfulness that the trial ended favorably.  Darcy takes the interruptions in stride.  Jonesy has reported a return to almost full capacity in business partners and offers so Darcy’s instincts to stay in London are paying off. 
Another evening has the Darcys along with Georgiana and Matthew at the symphony.  Tonight’s concert will prove to be most interesting.
“We will see tonight, of all things, a trombone choir,”  Darcy informs the others.
“I have never heard of such a thing,”  Elizabeth exclaims.
“They are mostly comprised of four trombones along with a bass voice.  However, Francois Rene Gebauer published six trombone trios of which three are more well-known arrangments, and they were written to be used at the newly formed Paris Conservatory as teaching pieces.  Two which we will hear tonight are masterpieces by Heinrich Schutz.  They are ‘Filimi, Absalon’ and ‘Attendite, popule meus.’  These are the pieces which use four trombones along with the bass singer.”  Darcy continues with his teaching.
As promised, the selections are moving and interesting.  One very emotional and startling moment occurs for Darcy when the piece, ‘Absalon, fili mi’ is performed and the discussion about who the composer of the piece may be along with the occasion for which the piece was written is presented.  The most unnerving comment comes when the Biblical passages the piece may be referencing are revealed along with the Latin translation which some argue means to protect while others speculate the translation means that someone wished to die in place of another.  Either way, Wickham’s last words play in Darcy’s mind as Elizabeth grasps his hand and brings it to her cheek in a soft caress.  Other pieces are played as well and the evening concludes with everyone pronouncing themselves pleased.  After another week, Darcy decides the family will make its way back to Pemberley for the winter.  He is satisfied that the drama which has engulfed him is lifted, his servants can go about without hassle, and most people have ceased questioning him about the incident.  Darcy is beginning to relax once more, and he is anxious to return to his beloved estate.




Chapter 14

After biding the remaining friends and family farewell, the Darcy carriages depart for Pemberley.  The beginning of the trip has Darcy entertaining the boys and cuddling his daughter.  After a few hours of play, the children have drifted off to sleep as the carriage gently rolls down the road.  Dry conditions have made for easy travel.  Elizabeth and Darcy are silent, mulling over their tumultuous summer, but soon Darcy allows himself the rare occurrence of falling asleep himself.  Elizabeth studies him as he slumbers with one boy each nestled on either side of him as they too, nap.  Her husband is a complex man, often difficult to understand because he does not trust easily but one who has a heart of gold. 
His position in life, his rank and lineage have caused others to envy him and covet what he has.  Jealousy and greed have led to confrontations in the past but never to the level of this past summer.  Two men are dead, and another will be hung, all over the love of money.  Wickham had come to peace with his past and embraced his future, but unfortunately, he was cut down before he could claim his own place in the world.  Lydia is despondent over his death, and she will now reside at Longbourn where Wickham is buried. 
Darcy tried to apologize to Elizabeth for the sorrow and distress she endured over the last few months, but Elizabeth would not allow him to take on such misplaced guilt.  For better or for worse she had gently reminded him.  Darcy’s dear mother once said of her son that keeping him happy would be a daunting task, but the rewards would be great.  Elizabeth is pleased and proud that she is the one woman who can accomplish that goal.  Soon Darcy stretches and smiles a lazy grin as he awakens.  His hair is out of place, and his clothing is rumbled, but to Elizabeth, he is the most handsome man in the world.  The family spends one night at an inn, then the next day, they finally are rolling to a stop before Pemberley house.
Some days after returning to Pemberley, Darcy returns from his tenant rounds, and he is wet and muddy with torn and soiled garments.  Despite his bedraggled appearance, Darcy’s face is beaming, his smile is large and his eyes luminous.  A curious wife and exasperated valet greet him.
“Mr. Darcy, Sir!  Your clothing is ruined.  That beautiful new shirt, along with your cravat and coat is beyond saving!” Exclaims Barnabas upon inspection of his Master. 
“Indeed.” States a still smiling Darcy at the agitated man.
“Mr. Darcy, would you care to explain your condition to me? But first, I must know, are you injured in any manner?”  Elizabeth has her brows raised and lips puckered.
“I am not in any way injured,” an excited Darcy starts.  “There was a work wagon stuck in the goo in the stream, and the horses were unable to pull it out.  I ordered the men to hitch the second team of horses to the mired wagon to haul it out.  The stress of the animals pulling on the wagon caused the wooden axle to break.  Four men took a large branch and used it to lift the corner of the wagon from the water while the horses pulled it to the bank where we repaired the axle.”
Darcy pauses as Barnabas rolls his eyes for the man already knows that Darcy did not merely stand by and issue orders.  “I will have a bath drawn and clean clothing ready for you, Sir.”  Barnabas leaves to ready his Master’s garments, but Elizabeth is questioning Darcy further.
“Tell me, Mr. Darcy, not including yourself, how many men were in the water and mud, lifting the wagon up?”  Toe-tapping punctuates her words.
“Three!  Wait until Barnabas sees the condition of these Hessian boots.  Totally trashed!”  Darcy’s grin is even larger as he gives his wife a soggy kiss and goes above to his quarters to bathe and change.  Elizabeth smiles as well.  Her husband is never more content than when he is at Pemberley and involved directly with any issue or emergency which may occur.  Her husband always will be a kind and concerned man, not the cold, hard man too many people assume he is.
Days turn into weeks, and soon the routine of overseeing the tenants and the harvests keeps Darcy occupied.  His laughter is easy and quick along with his humor and wit.  Henry and Anne have stopped in for a visit before the long Derbyshire winter sets in and the men embark on a serious day of fishing.  Anne and Elizabeth take a stroll in one of the gardens as Henry and Darcy return from their fishing expedition.  Remarkably, Darcy is pristine, and his garments are not ruined. However, his face holds a dour look.  Henry is beaming as he holds up a full stringer of fish.
“Henry, it appears you have had quite a productive day of fishing.  Your catch is most impressive.”  Anne compliments Henry as he turns the fish about so all can admire them.
“I believe the kitchen is prepared to clean and cook the fish for our evening meal tonight,” Elizabeth informs them as she faces Darcy to ask after his catch.  “Fitzwilliam, do you have any fish to add to the meal?”
Henry is cheekily grinning as Darcy opens the small woven fish basket he has with him.  Elizabeth peers inside to see one rather large fish but with a suspicious hole in its side.
“Oh, my.”  Elizabeth states, clearly surprised.
“We would have caught more fish, but someone became incensed that he was not having any luck, so he pulled out his pistol and shot that massive fish you see.  Scared the rest of the fish away from the area, thus effectively ending the fishing, so we came back to the house.”
“Mr. Darcy, is there any truth to this tale?”
“Yes, indeed.  The fish were no longer biting, so we returned.”  Darcy upturns his mouth as he winks at Elizabeth.  Henry gives Anne a knowing look as they make their way back to the manor as well.  The evening meal of fish is delicious and filling.  After a few weeks, Henry and Anne have returned to their home and Darcy is relishing his time at Pemberley.  The harvests are mostly in, and the fall colors are adorning the trees.  Darcy has taken numerous rides on Tempest, and just as he had hoped during the trying times in London, he and Tempest have once more conquered the hill near the cattle barn.  Darcy is eagerly telling Elizabeth about his thrilling ride.
“Elizabeth, I swear, Tempest is even faster than he was before our trip to London.  Why he tore up that hill as if it was not even there.  As we crested the hill, Tempest was not even winded.”  Elizabeth smiles as she notes Darcy’s bright, shining eyes, but then he sobers ever so slightly.
“I had hoped that, perhaps, you would ride along with me to see the actual feat.  I know you miss Zephyr and I would be most pleased to find you a suitable replacement mount.”
“Fitzwilliam, it is very likely that I will not be doing any riding,”  Elizabeth tells him.
Darcy’s features fall, and he begins to regret bringing the subject up.  He thought Elizabeth would be ready to select a different horse so that they could resume their rides once more, but it seems as if Elizabeth has given up on the idea of riding altogether.  Elizabeth sees his distress, and she goes to him to comfort him and tell him why she will not be riding anytime soon.
“My Love, I cannot ride with you because I am fairly certain that you will once more become a father.  Fitzwilliam, I believe I am with child once again.”  Elizabeth’s eyes are shining as she sees the joy diffuse through Darcy’s face.  He is ecstatic with the news, and he quickly gathers her to him as he heaps terms of endearment on her.  Elizabeth likes to tease him so she tells him she already has a new mount selected for when she may resume riding.
“I have decided on that striking yellow horse-colt.  The one from the Lusitano mare.”  Elizabeth states with authority.
“A colt, Lizzy?  You wish for a colt, not a filly?”  Darcy asks her with his brows raised.
“Absolutely.  Someone needs to beat you and Tempest up that hill.  Really, Mr. Darcy, you are becoming too haughty, too proud of that stallion.”  Darcy laughs deeply as Elizabeth puts her hands on her hips as she tweaks him.  It is wonderful to hear his laughter ring out once more. 
More time passes as the fall turns to winter and the awful events of the summer have faded into the background.  Elizabeth is sitting in Darcy’s study as she usually does while Darcy works on his correspondence and studies his documents and contracts.  The bifocals are perched on the bridge of his nose, and he keeps up a dialogue with Elizabeth as he works.  After a significant amount of time, Elizabeth notices that Darcy has been unusually quiet.  She glances over at him to see that he is bent over his work while writing feverishly.  She figures he must be concentrating, so she does not disturb him.  A few more moments of silence and Elizabeth cannot contain her curiosity, so she walks over to the desk and stands next to Darcy to view his work.
“Mr. Darcy, that does not appear to be a pressing business matter.”
“No, Lizzy, it is not.  It is a diversion.”  Darcy sniffs haughtily.  Elizabeth shakes her head and chuckles at the rudimentary drawing of Pemberley House complete with a moat and walls about it.  Additionally, Darcy has sketched a catapult which has launched various stick figures out beyond the walls surrounding the house.  One stick figure is in midair on his flight away from the manor.
“After the summer we endured, I cannot help but think that a moat and walls to keep people out would be a most welcomed addition to the estate.”
“You never will be completely comfortable with others, will you My Dear?”
“No, Lizzy, I am afraid I will not,”  Darcy adds a few more details to his masterpiece.
“Pray tell, who is this most unfortunate man?”  Elizabeth asks as she points to the high-flying figure.
“Why that is Collins of course!”
“You have not been in the man’s presence for many months.  You are very naughty, Mr. Darcy, very naughty.”
“I’ll show you naughty,” Darcy says as he pulls Elizabeth onto his lap.  Once more joy and contentment have returned to Pemberley and its occupants along with laughter and peace; Darcy and Elizabeth will be welcoming Stella Darcy to the family when she is born this coming spring.
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