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        To the Esteemed Lady Lavinia Marchmont,

        

        It is with the greatest excitement that I write to you, dear friend, with news that shall no doubt eclipse every other subject of conversation in Town: Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy of Pemberley is soon to be married!

        

        And not to a daughter of the peerage, nor to any of the tiresome debutantes thrust upon him by society, but to none other than Miss Elizabeth Bennet of Longbourn in Hertfordshire—a country gentleman’s daughter of modest fortune and even less consequence.

        

        The match, I am told, was formed in secret, the courtship conducted during Mr. Darcy’s visit to Netherfield last autumn. It is said that the gentleman proposed before leaving Hertfordshire, and the engagement has been quietly kept until the banns could be settled and Lady Catherine’s temper soothed.

        

        Such a union will surely cause a stir among those who presumed themselves future mistresses of Pemberley. But let it be known: the wedding is to take place before the end of the Season, and all who matter have already offered their congratulations.

        

        I leave you to imagine the expression on Miss Caroline Bingley’s face.

        

        Yours in confidence and delight,

        

        A Friend
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The letter arrived with the second post.

      Elizabeth did not notice it at first—how could she, when Lydia had been shrieking about ribbons since breakfast and Kitty had begun coughing with the theatrical flair of a dying heroine? Jane had just risen to fetch a shawl for their mother, who declared the draught worse than usual, and Elizabeth had turned toward the window in quiet retreat.

      It was not until Hill returned with the silver salver and a single folded sheet upon it that Elizabeth’s attention stirred. The handwriting was unfamiliar. The wax bore no crest. Curious.

      “I wonder who this is from,” she murmured, breaking the seal with a fingertip.

      Jane reentered just as Elizabeth’s eyes scanned the page. Her lips parted.

      Then her breath left her entirely.

      “What is it?” Jane asked gently, alarm rising in her voice.

      Elizabeth read the line again.

      
        
        Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy is soon to be married… to Miss Elizabeth Bennet of Longbourn… the match, I am told, was formed in secret… banns to be read before the end of the Season…

      

      

      The words blurred. She turned the letter over, as if it might refute itself. But there it was—written in a neat, flowing hand, and forwarded from London to the Meryton post, already opened and likely read by every curious clerk along the way.

      “Lizzy?” Jane stepped forward, worry plain on her fair face.

      Elizabeth looked up, her voice hollow. “It is a letter. A—” She could not say it.

      Mary, overhearing from the corner where she was tuning the old square piano, offered flatly, “One of your admirers, perhaps?”

      “No,” Elizabeth said at last, “not mine. Not… exactly. It is a letter about me.”

      This drew Mrs. Bennet’s attention.

      “About you?” her mother repeated, sitting up. “From whom?”

      “It is unsigned,” Elizabeth replied. “But… it claims I am engaged to Mr. Darcy.”

      The room fell utterly silent. Even Lydia paused mid-pirouette.

      Mrs. Bennet gasped, then clasped her hands as if in prayer. “Engaged to Mr. Darcy? Fitzwilliam Darcy? Pemberley’s Mr. Darcy?”

      “Yes,” Elizabeth said faintly. “That Mr. Darcy.”

      “Oh! Oh, my dearest Lizzy, how clever you have been! You never said a word!”

      “I have been clever in no such way,” Elizabeth replied, the paper trembling in her hand. “This is false. A fabrication.”

      “But you did know him—he was here, after all. He must have written it himself, the romantic soul!”

      Elizabeth stared at her mother. “Mr. Darcy would rather compose sermons for Lucifer than pen romantic declarations about me.”

      “I do not understand,” Jane said, brows drawn. “Who would write such a thing? And why?”

      Elizabeth wished she had an answer.

      She read the letter once more. Each line was laced with scandalous certainty. It spoke of an engagement formed in secret, a wedding date fast approaching, and a flurry of congratulations already received in Town. It claimed that Lady Catherine had “reluctantly offered her blessing,” which Elizabeth knew was not merely a fabrication but an absurdity of the highest order.

      “I cannot imagine,” she said slowly, “who would do this, or for what purpose. But I assure you, no such engagement exists.”

      “Yet it has reached Hertfordshire,” Mary remarked with grave solemnity. “Which means it is already far-reaching. Perhaps even irrevocable.”

      Mrs. Bennet, who had resumed fanning herself with renewed vigor, suddenly cried, “Oh, how dreadful it would be if it were a jest. Or worse—a cruel trick. Our name would be dragged through the mud! You must marry him, Lizzy!”

      Elizabeth’s head snapped up. “What?”

      “There is no other choice! If all of society believes it, then we must make it true. Imagine the whispers otherwise! Your virtue—your reputation—your sisters’ prospects!”

      The letter curled in Elizabeth’s fist.

      She would not be ruled by gossip. She would not be forced into anything.

      But the truth settled heavily in her chest.

      In a world such as theirs, where a woman’s name could be ruined by a whisper, a forged engagement—believed and spread—could do irreparable harm.

      And Mr. Darcy… would be furious.

      If he had not written the letter—and she did not doubt for a moment that he had not—then he would see this as an intolerable scandal. He would want it quashed, quieted, buried.

      Or corrected.

      She imagined his face when he read the news—how his jaw would tighten, how his brows would furrow. How swiftly he would summon a carriage to come and contain the damage.

      He would arrive. Of that she was certain.

      And when he did, Elizabeth Bennet would have to stand before him… and pretend.

      Pretend she had not once wounded his pride.

      Pretend she was unshaken by the weight of the lie.

      Pretend she could emerge from this unscathed.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      It was a fine spring morning in London—crisp light, a pale blue sky, and a wretched pile of nonsense sitting on his breakfast tray.

      Darcy stared at the letter in his hand. He had read it once, then again. Then a third time, in case his senses had abandoned him entirely.

      
        
        Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy is to be married… to Miss Elizabeth Bennet of Longbourn…

      

      

      The name struck like a match.

      He set the letter down slowly, each movement measured, as though the paper might explode if disturbed. Across the table, Georgiana watched him with wide, cautious eyes, her hands curled around a cup of chocolate.

      “Is something the matter, Fitzwilliam?”

      Darcy considered denying it. But the lie caught in his throat.

      “You might say so.”

      The post had brought two other letters in similar tone, each more florid than the last, from various acquaintances congratulating him on his “excellent taste” and “bold alliance.” One, from a former Cambridge friend, even expressed mock-sympathy for the “untamed wit” he would soon call wife.

      Darcy did not reply to any of them. He stood instead and crossed to the window, gripping the sill hard enough that the white paint cracked beneath his fingers.

      Elizabeth Bennet.

      Of all the women in England, it had to be her.

      Not that he bore her ill will—not any longer. But to drag her name into this—into his name—without consent, without knowledge, without the barest warning…

      It was madness.

      She would be ruined.

      He knew how this worked. Rumors were a contagion, and this one had already reached the clubs, the parlors, the drawing rooms that shaped opinion. Within days, it would be in the Chronicle under the pretense of “fashionable intelligence.” Within a fortnight, no reputable man would offer for her—why should they, when she was presumed to belong to him?

      And as for his affairs—his uncle, Lord Matlock, had written before breakfast. The letter had arrived with the force of a cannon blast, full of political calculations and thinly veiled threats.

      A match with the daughter of a country squire, no dowry worth mentioning, no title or alliance—“You must dispel this nonsense at once,” his uncle had written, “or prepare for the cost of it.”

      Darcy had never cared for the man’s tone. But for once, they agreed on something.

      This could not stand.

      “I must go out,” Darcy said abruptly, turning from the window.

      “Now? But you’ve barely touched your tea.”

      “I no longer have an appetite.”

      Georgiana rose with a worried frown. “Will you tell me what has happened?”

      He paused, then gave her a gentler look than he felt. “Some false news has been spread, and I must correct it. That is all.”

      “Does it concern Miss Bennet?”

      He froze.

      Georgiana flushed. “I—I only ask because your expression has not looked so troubled since… since we left Hertfordshire.”

      Darcy exhaled. “Yes. It concerns her.”

      Georgiana said nothing more, but her eyes followed him as he crossed the room. He could feel her thoughts rising like mist behind him.

      He left the townhouse, issuing brief instructions to prepare the traveling carriage. He would go to Hertfordshire at once—first to Longbourn, then to the source. If she had had no hand in this, as he dearly hoped, then together they must find a way to undo it. Quietly. Thoroughly. Without further scandal.

      But as he stepped into the carriage, the letter still burned in his coat pocket.

      It was the work of someone with access, and motive, and a distinct appetite for mischief. Someone who understood that to tie his name to Elizabeth’s would be ruinous—for her, yes, but also for him.

      Darcy’s jaw tightened as the carriage turned onto the road south.

      Whoever had forged this engagement would not remain in the shadows for long.

      And until then—he would see Miss Bennet.

      Face to face.

      He would demand answers.

      He would offer her an escape.

      He would not—absolutely not—permit his heart to stir again at the sound of her voice.
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