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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      The first indication that something was amiss came not from society, but from Edmund.

      He had begun asking questions.

      They were small at first, easily overlooked by anyone not already alert to change. Whether he might remain at Pemberley when he was older. Whether he would still sleep in the same room if he grew taller. Whether people ever took children away when they had already lost their parents.

      Edmund was seven years old. He should not have known such questions existed.

      Clara, by contrast, knew nothing quietly. She had taken to following me from room to room, her small hand slipping into mine without warning, as though I might vanish if she did not secure herself to something solid. At night, she sometimes cried out for her mother, not in words, but in a sound so sharp and startled that it left the household breathless.

      Their parents had died within eight months of one another. Their mother first, fever carried swiftly through the village in a season already too crowded with funerals. Their father followed in the spring, though the physician used kinder terms than grief. I had stood beside his bed and watched a man unravel from the inside, worn thin by sorrow and responsibility in equal measure.

      By the time the children arrived at Pemberley, they had learned that love could disappear without warning.

      I had sworn they would not learn the same of safety.

      The letter arrived on a Tuesday morning, its seal unremarkable, its hand precise and faintly condescending even before it was opened. It was written by a distant relation on their mother’s side, a man who had never before troubled himself with inquiries into their welfare.

      He expressed concern for the children’s future. He wondered whether my household offered sufficient stability. He noted, with what he no doubt believed admirable restraint, that a bachelor with extensive estates and obligations might be considered ill-equipped to provide the moral and emotional constancy young minds required.

      He did not accuse. He suggested.

      It was worse.

      I read the letter twice, then folded it and set it aside. The words did not leave me. They lingered, pressing against every quiet moment that followed.

      In the schoolroom, Edmund worked at his sums with solemn dedication, his brow furrowed as though arithmetic might betray him if he relaxed. Clara sat at the window, narrating an elaborate story to a chipped porcelain dog she had rescued from the attic. Mrs. Reynolds watched them both with careful affection, her attention divided but unwavering.

      I stood in the doorway longer than necessary.

      This, I knew, would not be enough for those inclined to doubt.

      I had devoted myself to learning what the children required. Routine. Gentleness. Predictability. A household that did not flinch when voices were raised or doors closed. I had altered my schedule, curtailed travel, learned which stories soothed Clara before bed and which caused Edmund to stare too long at the fire.

      None of it could be documented.

      None of it could be presented as proof.

      Society did not measure care. It measured appearances.

      By evening, the weight of the letter had grown unbearable. I walked the grounds alone, the familiar paths offering no comfort. Everywhere I looked, I saw traces of the children’s presence. A dropped glove. A crooked row of stones along the stream. The wooden horse Edmund carried with him everywhere, abandoned temporarily near the steps.

      They had begun to believe this place belonged to them.

      I would not allow that belief to be dismantled by speculation.

      The truth was plain, even if I resisted it.

      I was expected to marry.

      A wife would silence questions. A fiancée would halt them before they could fully form. It would signal continuity, stability, permanence. Not affection, necessarily. Society rarely demanded that.

      The name came to me with unwelcome inevitability.

      Elizabeth Bennet.

      She possessed no fortune to provoke suspicion, no artifice to invite censure. She was known for her steadiness, her intelligence, her refusal to perform delicacy where honesty was required. If I were to claim an engagement, it would need to be one that appeared credible not because of advantage, but because of character.

      The realization settled slowly, heavily.

      I did not allow myself the comfort of imagining how she might respond. That was a concern for another day. For now, I considered only the children asleep upstairs, unaware that their future might already be under threat.

      That night, Clara woke screaming just before dawn. I went to her at once, lifting her from her bed as she clutched at my coat, her breath hitching with fear she could not yet name. Edmund appeared in the doorway moments later, pale and watchful, as though confirming that nothing had been taken from him while he slept.

      I sat between them until the light changed in the room.

      In that quiet, with Clara’s head heavy against my shoulder and Edmund’s hand resting carefully on the bedpost, I understood what hesitation would cost.

      By morning, my course was set.

      I wrote a letter requesting Elizabeth Bennet’s presence, keeping my words restrained, my purpose unspoken. I sealed it before doubt could interfere, knowing that once sent, there would be no graceful retreat.

      I did not know how she would answer.

      I knew only that I would not allow Edmund and Clara to be collateral to my reluctance.

      If society required a fiction to secure their future, then I would provide it.

      And I would bear the weight of it alone, if I must.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      Mr. Darcy’s letter arrived just after breakfast, and I knew at once it was not a social courtesy.

      He wrote plainly, requesting my presence at Pemberley for a private discussion of some importance. There was no explanation, no hint of urgency beyond the careful restraint of his phrasing. It was the sort of letter that suggested the writer had revised it several times, removing anything that might invite refusal.

      I folded it once and set it beside my plate, where it remained untouched until my mother noticed my distraction.

      “Is something the matter, Lizzy,” she asked, already suspicious of any correspondence not immediately shared.

      “Nothing that concerns the household,” I replied, which was both true and sufficient.

      The journey passed quietly, my thoughts occupied not with anticipation but preparation. Mr. Darcy was not a man given to melodrama. Whatever he wished to discuss would be measured, deliberate, and likely unpleasant to acknowledge. I reminded myself that curiosity was not obligation. I owed him courtesy, not compliance.

      When I was shown into the morning room, he rose at once. He looked as he often did, composed to the point of severity, though I detected strain in the set of his jaw.

      “Thank you for coming,” he said.

      “I would not have ignored such a request,” I replied. “You seemed quite determined.”

      He inclined his head, then gestured for me to sit. He did not do so himself until I had settled, a detail that did not escape me.

      “I will be direct,” he said. “I have received a letter.”

      I waited.

      “It concerns my guardianship of my cousins.”

      I looked at him more closely then. “They are questioning you?”

      “Not openly,” he replied. “Yet.”

      He explained the situation without embellishment. The insinuations. The polite concern. The danger of inaction. As he spoke, I heard not defensiveness, but frustration, and beneath it, something heavier. Fear, perhaps, though he would never name it as such.

      “They are children,” I said when he finished. “Surely that counts for something.”

      “It counts for less than appearances,” he replied. “And appearances, I am told, would be improved by the presence of a wife.”

      The words were delivered evenly, but they struck like a stone dropped into still water.

      “And so,” I said carefully, “you intend to acquire one.”

      “No,” he said at once. “I intend to borrow one.”

      I could not help it. I laughed, though not unkindly.

      “You mean to claim an engagement,” I said.

      “Yes.”

      “To me.”

      “Yes.”

      I leaned back in my chair, regarding him with frank disbelief. “And you believe this will solve your difficulty.”

      “I believe it will buy time,” he said. “Enough to silence inquiry and secure the children’s position.”

      “And my position,” I said, “would be what, precisely.”

      He met my gaze steadily. “Respected. Protected. And temporary, if that is your wish.”

      I shook my head. “You cannot offer me protection from consequences you have not yet faced.”

      “I know,” he said. “But I would face them willingly, if they arose.”

      That was the first moment I saw the depth of his resolve.

      “You are asking me to risk my reputation,” I said. “To invite scrutiny. To play a role that, once assumed, may not be easily relinquished.”

      “Yes.”

      “For the sake of two children I barely know.”

      “For the sake of two children who have already lost everything else,” he replied.

      The room was very quiet.

      “What if I refuse,” I asked.

      “Then I will find another solution,” he said. “Or fail trying.”

      “You would not resent me.”

      “No,” he said, and after a pause added, “Though I would regret it.”

      I studied him then, truly studied him, and found no trace of manipulation. Only urgency, and an exhaustion he had not yet allowed himself to acknowledge.

      “If we do this,” I said slowly, “there will be conditions.”

      “I expected no less.”

      “There will be no deception between us,” I continued. “No pressure to behave beyond what we agree. And no expectation of affection I do not feel.”

      He inclined his head again. “Agreed.”

      “And when the time comes to end it,” I said, “it must be done with dignity.”

      “Yes.”

      I exhaled, the decision forming not as impulse, but inevitability.

      “Very well,” I said. “I will lend you my name.”

      Relief crossed his features briefly before discipline reclaimed it.

      “Thank you,” he said, and the words carried weight.

      I stood to leave, then paused. “Their names,” I said. “Your cousins.”

      “Edmund and Clara.”

      I repeated them quietly.

      When I stepped back into the carriage, I felt the shift settle fully upon me. I had not accepted a proposal, not truly. I had accepted responsibility.

      And I suspected, even then, that responsibility had a way of deepening beyond its original bounds.
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