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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      The room was too warm for March. Smoke curled in lazy spirals from half-finished cigars, clinging to the velvet drapes like a memory. A fire crackled in the hearth, though no one required the heat. Laughter rose and fell in staggered bursts around the card table, the sound sharp with wine and bravado. But in the center of it all, a silence had begun to bloom.

      Mr. Bennet’s glass trembled slightly in his hand as he reached for the decanter, the edge of his mouth twitching into a grin that no longer reached his eyes. The sleeves of his coat were rumpled, his cravat long since abandoned. His cards fanned before him in a display of bravado, though his knuckles were pale with pressure.

      “You’re bluffing, Bennet.”

      The man across the table—black-haired, well-dressed, his expression calm as a winter pond—tapped the green baize with two fingers. “You always bluff when you’ve had too much port.”

      “You wound me, Darcy,” Mr. Bennet replied, managing a chuckle. “A gentleman never drinks to excess. He merely… entertains possibilities.”

      There were others in the room, but their voices had faded into murmurs. The stakes had risen far beyond jest. The table had seen pounds wagered like pennies, brandy traded like water, and reputations hung on the edge of a card. But this—this was different.

      Darcy leaned back in his chair, his face unreadable. He had not meant to play this long. A night at the club with acquaintances, a few hands, and a quiet return to Netherfield—that had been the plan. But Mr. Bennet had proven a dogged opponent, reckless with his coin and strangely cavalier with consequence.

      One of the gentlemen coughed, shifting uneasily. “I believe the pot stands at…” he trailed off, unwilling to repeat the sum aloud.

      Darcy’s eyes flicked toward the center of the table, where a slip of parchment lay among the coins and promissory notes—an addendum added hastily in Mr. Bennet’s own hand. The deed to Longbourn. Signed. Witnessed. Offered with the flourish of a man who could not bear to lose.

      “You needn’t match it,” Darcy said at last, his voice low but steady. “No one here would think less of you for folding.”

      But Bennet only smiled—a weary, reckless smile, full of pride and something darker.

      “My good Mr. Darcy, you insult me. I am no coward.”

      He laid his cards down.

      The silence was total.

      A long pause. Then—“Three kings,” someone murmured.

      Darcy lowered his gaze. When he revealed his hand, it was without triumph.

      A flush.

      The silence cracked.

      Someone exhaled sharply. Another swore under his breath. Chairs scraped back. Glass clinked against wood. And Mr. Bennet, pale now, looked down at the parchment in the center of the table as though it had been placed there by a stranger.

      Darcy rose, expression unreadable. He did not reach for the deed.

      “Send it to my solicitor,” Bennet said hoarsely, before anyone could speak. “He will see it’s done properly.”

      Darcy didn’t move. He watched Mr. Bennet carefully—his sagging shoulders, the tremble in his hand, the way he reached for the port again and missed.

      “You may keep the estate,” Darcy said quietly. “I have no desire to ruin you.”

      Bennet’s eyes sharpened at that. Pride, that old companion, straightened his spine.

      “You’ve won it, sir. Fair and clean. I am not so cowardly as to ask for charity.”

      The room broke apart then, the other men dispersing with murmurs and awkward nods. But the damage was done. The story would not remain at the table. Nothing ever did.

      Outside, the night had turned cold. The air bit at Darcy’s skin as he stepped into the dark, the deed folded and untouched in his coat. He had not come to Meryton seeking trouble.

      But trouble had found him anyway—in the shape of a careless man with a proud daughter.

      And now, it was far too late to fold.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The fire had long since burned low in the hearth, and yet Elizabeth sat still in the drawing room, her needlework abandoned in her lap. She had tried, and failed, to read. She had wandered the halls. Now she simply waited.

      It was not uncommon for Mr. Bennet to visit the Bell Inn in Meryton of an evening—ostensibly to enjoy a quiet pint or a game of chess. But in recent weeks, those visits had grown longer, more frequent. And though Elizabeth had told herself there was no harm in her father’s habits, she could no longer ignore the tightening in her chest each time he left after supper with that restless gleam in his eye.

      The sound of the front door opening startled her to her feet.

      “Papa?” she called, stepping into the dim corridor. “Is that you?”

      No answer. Only the uneven shuffle of boots, the sigh of a coat being removed with more weight than care. She found him in the entrance hall, his shoulders hunched as he handed his hat and gloves to Hill. His face was unusually pale, his expression unreadable.

      “Papa,” she said again, more softly now, “are you unwell?”

      He glanced at her—one brief flicker of his eyes—and something inside her turned to ice.

      “I am only tired, Lizzy,” he muttered. “It has been a long evening.”

      She reached for his arm. “Did you walk from Meryton?”

      “Carriage threw a wheel,” he said, with a vague gesture. “No matter.”

      But it was not the walk that wearied him. Elizabeth knew it with the same clarity she felt in her bones when rain was coming. A dread had settled over her shoulders like a sodden shawl.

      He started to move toward his study, but she followed.

      “Papa—what happened tonight?”

      He stopped at the door and turned to her, weariness clinging to him like smoke. “It was a game of cards, Lizzy. One hand too many, perhaps. I misjudged my odds.”

      Her breath caught. “You were gambling.”

      He winced, and she saw—truly saw—how old he looked in that moment. “Yes,” he admitted. “I was.”

      Her voice was barely above a whisper. “What did you lose?”

      For a moment, she thought he might lie. She saw the instinct flash across his face—the same impulse he had when he told Mrs. Bennet that everything was under control, when he waved away the family’s rising debts with a joke or a shrug. But then it passed, and he looked at her as if she were no longer a child but a witness.

      “I lost Longbourn.”

      Silence.

      The word did not make sense at first. It fell like a stone into a well, echoing down into the dark. Elizabeth blinked, trying to understand.

      “You—what?”

      “I lost the deed,” he said simply. “I staked it, and I lost.”

      She stared at him. “But that—that cannot be binding—surely⁠—”

      “I am afraid it is,” he said. “I signed it over. And the man who holds it has no reason to show me mercy.”

      Her stomach twisted. “Who?”

      His eyes closed. He took a breath. “Fitzwilliam Darcy.”

      The world narrowed, then tilted.

      Elizabeth felt the walls closing in, the floor shifting beneath her feet. Of all the men in England—of all the men in Hertfordshire—it had to be him. Cold, proud, implacable Mr. Darcy, who had once insulted her with the same ease he had rejected the company of her neighbors. The very man she had vowed never to think of again.

      And now he held her home in his hands.

      She pressed her fingers to her temples. “Why would he even be there?”

      Mr. Bennet’s expression soured. “He was watching, mostly. I believe Bingley convinced him to come, and he stayed to observe. But when another man faltered—Darcy took his place. He played like he did not care if he won.”

      “But he did.”

      “Yes,” her father said bitterly. “He did.”

      Elizabeth drew herself upright. Her voice, when it came, was clear. “Then I must speak to him.”

      Mr. Bennet’s eyes widened. “Elizabeth, no. It is my fault. I will face the consequences.”

      “You have already decided the consequences,” she said quietly. “Now I will decide what to do with them.”

      And with that, she turned and climbed the stairs—not to sleep, for sleep would not come—but to gather what little strength she had left before morning.

      Tomorrow, she would face Mr. Darcy.

      And somehow, she would save her family.
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      Darcy stared at the deed in his hand.

      The paper was crisp, the ink unblemished. Everything about it was perfectly ordinary—except for what it represented. Longbourn. Its lands, its tenants, its future. All of it now belonged to him.

      He had not meant for this.

      The gaming table at the Bell had been a diversion, no more. Bingley had insisted upon an evening out, and Darcy—still restless from his abrupt return to Hertfordshire—had acquiesced with little interest. He’d taken no part at first, content to observe the village gentry bluff and bluster over modest wagers.

      Then Bennet had joined.

      Darcy had watched with growing unease as the man played round after round, each more reckless than the last. He’d lost money, and then respect. Finally, he’d placed his estate on the line, drawing jeers from one drunk and concern from others.

      That was when Darcy had stepped in. At first, to stop the bleeding.

      But pride, it seemed, was infectious. Bennet had insisted on continuing. Darcy had indulged him, half-hoping the man would fold before it came to this. But Bennet had not. And when the final card was laid, silence had swept the room.

      Now, less than twelve hours later, Darcy sat alone at Netherfield with the evidence of a man’s ruin in his hands.

      He folded the deed and set it aside.

      It was not Longbourn he had sought. It was not power. It was her.

      Elizabeth.

      Even now, the memory
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