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      It is a singular misfortune in a quiet county when crime acquires fashion.

      Hertfordshire had endured poor harvests, elopements, and even the occasional scandal of cards played beyond prudence; yet never within my recollection had we trembled under a succession of highway robberies bold enough to unsettle the most complacent drawing room. Carriages were stopped along the turnpike between Meryton and Netherfield. Gentlemen were relieved of watches; ladies, of trinkets; and once, more troubling still, a shipment of fine textiles destined for Netherfield’s new warehouses vanished as though swallowed by the hedgerows themselves.

      It was at the assembly in Meryton that the matter ceased to be rumor and became humiliation.

      The music had only just concluded a lively country dance when a murmur rippled outward from the card tables. I observed Mrs. Hillard—wife to one of my father’s most reliable tenants—standing with a half-curtsey suspended in uncertainty as two ladies, with expressions of constrained civility, withdrew their attention from her. Their bodies shifted by imperceptible degrees, yet decisively enough to leave her isolated in the very midst of company.

      “Have you not heard?” whispered Mrs. Long, leaning toward another with an eagerness ill-disguised as concern. “Hillard was taken this afternoon. Charged with aiding the highwaymen.”

      The words traveled swiftly; they required little assistance. Within moments, Mrs. Hillard stood alone, her hands clasped too tightly at her waist, her complexion drained of color. No accusation had yet been proved, no evidence publicly presented. It was enough that suspicion had attached itself.

      I crossed the room before I could consider whether prudence advised it.

      “Mrs. Hillard,” I said, offering my arm as though nothing were amiss, “I believe my mother has been seeking you.”

      Her eyes filled with gratitude and mortification in equal measure. She accepted my civility, though I could feel the tremor in her fingers. We walked the length of the room beneath a rain of glances. Conversation resumed in our wake, but in altered tones—lowered, sharpened.

      The social consequences were immediate and merciless. A tenant might survive a poor season; he might even survive a quarrel with his landlord. But suspicion of criminality—particularly in an atmosphere already made restless by repeated robberies—threatened to dissolve reputation with alarming swiftness.

      My father bore the news with outward composure when it reached him; yet I saw in the set of his mouth that he understood the peril. If he publicly championed Hillard, he risked appearing partial and indulgent of corruption among his own people. If he remained silent, he abandoned a man who had served Longbourn faithfully for years.

      It was later, while mama entertained herself by recounting every exaggerated detail she had gleaned, that I overheard something of greater consequence.

      “I wager there is to be another attempt,” said a gentleman near the fireplace, lowering his voice in what he no doubt imagined to be secrecy. “Tomorrow or the next. Along the Longbourn turnpike. The wagons from Netherfield are expected again.”

      I did not look at him. I did not alter my expression. But the words fixed themselves in my mind.

      Another robbery. Near our land.

      If the pattern continued—if goods vanished and tenants stood accused—how long before the stain reached beyond the Hillards? How long before whispers touched my father’s name? Before our family’s standing suffered irrevocably?

      That night, I lay wakeful long after the house had retired. The moon traced a pale path across my chamber floor. I rose before I had fully intended to do so.

      The blue coat lay folded at the back of my wardrobe, wrapped carefully in linen. It had belonged to a distant cousin who, some years past, found Hertfordshire insufficiently stimulating and returned to London in pursuit of society. He had left behind several garments ill-suited to feminine adoption, and yet—most fortunately—of a cut neither excessively broad nor extravagantly adorned.

      I removed the linen and held the coat in my hands.

      From the hollow beam beneath my window seat, I retrieved the other secret of my independence.

      The sword rested in its scabbard, oiled and well-maintained. Its weight was no stranger to my hand.

      It had been nearly three years since I first stood in the damp meadow at dawn, facing a man who regarded me not as a curiosity, but as a student.

      Captain Harcourt had once commanded cavalry; time and misfortune had reduced his circumstances without diminishing his discipline. My lessons began under the guise of improving my seat and balance in riding. My mother would have fainted outright had she known the truth. My father, I suspect, would have laughed—and then, perhaps, indulged me too far.

      “Again,” the Captain had said on that first morning, correcting the angle of my wrist. “Your strength is not in force, Miss Bennet. It is in precision.”

      The pre-dawn mist had clung to the grasses. My palms blistered before they hardened. I learned to parry before I learned to advance.

      “Skill must be governed by judgment,” he warned when, flushed with early success, I pressed an advantage too boldly. “A blade without restraint is merely another danger.”

      His instruction had never been about violence. It was about steadiness. About meeting threats without surrendering reason.

      Now, fastening the sword at my side, I felt not recklessness—but the excited culmination of my past effort.

      I bound my hair securely beneath a simple hat. The blue coat settled across my shoulders. In the looking glass, the transformation was imperfect but serviceable. A slender young gentleman, perhaps not long from school. Nothing remarkable—precisely what I required.

      I slipped from the house unnoticed.

      The night air was sharp and carried the scent of turned earth. The lane stretched ahead in muted silver beneath the moon. I adopted the posture Captain Harcourt had insisted upon—shoulders squared, chin level, movements economical.

      “Mr. Thomas Bennett, cousin to the Bennett household in Longbourn,” I murmured, testing the name as I mounted. “Let us see what service you may render.”

      The turnpike lay quiet at first. An owl’s call punctuated the stillness. I rode at a measured pace, listening more than watching.

      It was the faintest shift of shadow that alerted me.

      A rider emerged from the darker line of trees ahead—clad in black, his features obscured by a mask that caught no light. His horse moved with controlled power. He did not start at the sight of me.

      He had expected someone.

      “You are abroad at a late hour, sir,” he called, his voice deep and unhurried.

      “And you earlier than honest men require,” I replied, lowering my tone.

      Silence fell between us—weighted, assessing.

      He shifted in the saddle. I saw the glint of steel before the blade fully cleared its sheath.

      I did not hesitate.

      My sword answered his from horseback.

      The clash rang sharp in the night air.

      He moved with alarming speed. Not the reckless aggression of a common thief—but disciplined, efficient strokes. I parried, retreated, advanced. The Captain’s voice echoed in memory: Precision.

      Our horses circled. Sparks leapt where metal met metal.

      He tested me—first high, then low, then a feint designed to draw my guard wide. I adjusted in time. Surprise flickered in the brief tilt of his head.

      “You are no farmer’s son,” he observed.

      “And you no ordinary robber,” I returned.

      He pressed harder. I yielded ground only to reclaim it. My wrist sang with effort; my breath remained steady as did my steed.

      “You guard like a soldier,” He commented once more.

      “And you attack like one,” I responded in kind.

      For one suspended instant, I believed I had him at a disadvantage.

      Then he altered his rhythm.

      His blade slipped past mine—not cruelly, but decisively. With a swift turn of his wrist, he disarmed me. My sword fell to the packed earth with humiliating clarity.

      His own blade hovered near my shoulder.

      He did not strike.

      Instead, he studied me.

      “You are mistaken in your adversary,” he said quietly.

      “I might say the same,” I answered, though my pulse thundered.

      We continued with a brief verbal exchange but it was cut short…

      In the distance, faint but unmistakable, came the sound of approaching riders—patrol or chance travelers.

      The masked man withdrew. He sheathed his sword and nodded slightly toward mine on the ground as he backed his horse several steps toward the hedgerow.

      I quickly dismounted and retrieved my sword with unsteady fingers.

      Mistaken.

      The word unsettled me more than defeat.

      He had not wounded me. He had not even sought to do so.

      Yet he had disarmed me cleanly.

      As the distant riders drew nearer, I mounted again and turned toward home with haste, leaving the man in black to face the travellers alone.

      If he were the highwayman, he possessed discipline uncommon in such men.

      If he were not⁠—

      Then I had crossed blades with someone equally determined to uncover the truth.

      Mutual misjudgment had been sealed in steel.

      And the game, I suspected, had only just begun.
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      I remained where I was.

      The narrow track swallowed the blue-coated rider as though it had been waiting expressly for him. In the span of three breaths he was gone—no crashing retreat, no desperate spur of the heel—only a calculated withdrawal, executed with the composure of one who neither feared pursuit nor courted attention.

      The night settled about me again, cool and deceptively tranquil. Yet the echo of our blades still rang faintly in my hand.

      He had not fought like a brigand.

      That truth, unwelcome as it was inconvenient, pressed itself upon my mind even before the sound of approaching horses confirmed the necessity of composure.

      Lantern light flickered against the hedgerows. The rhythmic thunder of hooves advanced with purpose. The militia.

      I drew my horse slightly toward the center of the road and, before the riders came within full view, reached up and lowered the scarf that concealed the lower half of my face. There is prudence in mystery; there is folly in sustaining it beyond its usefulness.

      Three mounted men emerged from the bend in the lane, armed and alert. The foremost rider, broad-shouldered and upright in the saddle, lifted his lantern higher as he approached.

      “Who goes there?” he called.

      “Fitzwilliam Darcy,” I answered evenly, allowing the light to fall fully upon my features.

      Recognition replaced suspicion with gratifying swiftness.

      “Mr. Darcy,” the gentleman replied, drawing rein. “Forgive the challenge. We heard the ring of steel from the lower turn and thought it best
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