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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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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The knock at the front door was not especially loud. In fact, it was almost polite.

      But Mrs. Hill’s hasty footsteps and Jane’s sudden look toward the window told Elizabeth everything she needed to know.

      He had arrived.

      She had imagined this moment often in the past two days. She had pictured Mr. Darcy furious, aloof, demanding answers she did not have. She had also imagined him dismissive, cold, perhaps even condescending enough to suggest that she had orchestrated the entire scheme for her own advancement.

      But none of those imaginings could prepare her for the actual sight of him.

      He stood in the drawing room like an exiled prince, dark coat immaculate despite the journey, shoulders taut, expression thunderous and unreadable. His eyes, when they met hers, were not angry—not precisely—but they were intense. Far too intense.

      Elizabeth’s mouth went dry.

      “Miss Bennet,” he said with the barest of bows.

      “Mr. Darcy.”

      Silence bloomed between them. Jane, ever the diplomat, gave a gentle smile and said, “We shall leave you. Mama and the others are upstairs. You will have some privacy.”

      Elizabeth gave her a grateful glance as Jane slipped away. The moment the door closed behind her, Darcy took a breath—sharp and quick.

      “You received the letter,” she said.

      “I did.”

      “And others?”

      “Three, at last count. I expect more by week’s end.”

      Elizabeth crossed her arms over her bodice, trying to appear as unaffected as possible, though her pulse betrayed her. “Then I am not the only one under siege.”

      Darcy’s mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. Not quite not.

      “I trust you are not responsible,” he said carefully.

      Elizabeth raised a brow. “Do you truly imagine I would forge our engagement and then remain in Hertfordshire awaiting the consequences?”

      “No,” he said at once. “No, I do not. But I had to be certain.”

      The acknowledgment—however reluctant—gave her a strange sense of relief. “Then we are agreed on the essential truth: the letter is a fabrication.”

      “Yes.”

      “And now,” she added, “we are bound together by a lie neither of us wrote.”

      He looked at her then. Not at her gown, not at her hands, but directly into her eyes, and the force of it was enough to make her wish Jane had remained after all.

      “Miss Bennet,” he said slowly, “you are aware what this means. What they believe.”

      “I am.” Her voice remained calm, but her heart thundered. “And what would you suggest we do about it?”

      “I…” He paused. Darcy, uncertain. She did not believe she had ever witnessed such a thing before.

      He took a step toward the fireplace, gloved hands clasped behind his back. “To deny it would bring scrutiny. Your name would be dragged into salons, gentlemen’s clubs, papers. No reputable suitor would come near you again. The damage is already done.”

      Elizabeth swallowed hard. “And you?”

      “My uncle has made his displeasure known. The political consequences will be inconvenient. But not insurmountable.”

      “I am flattered by your immunity,” she said coolly.

      His gaze returned to hers. “I did not mean to suggest⁠—”

      She lifted a hand. “I know what you meant. You are saying that I am the one who suffers most from this.”

      He said nothing. He didn’t need to.

      “Then what do you propose?” she asked, forcing herself to sound indifferent.

      There was a moment—a long one—where he did not answer.

      Then: “We go along with it.”

      Elizabeth stared.

      “You cannot be serious.”

      “I am.”

      “You would pretend to be engaged to me?” Her voice rose, incredulous. “For what purpose? To wait out the gossip?”

      “Yes.”

      “And then what? We announce a quiet separation and pretend it simply… faded?”

      “If that is what must be done.”

      Elizabeth took a step back, shaking her head. “This is absurd.”

      “I agree.”

      “I do not even like you.”

      He gave her a flat look. “The feeling was once mutual.”

      “Once?”

      That gave him pause.

      Elizabeth pressed her fingers to her temple. “This cannot be the only way.”

      “Do you have another suggestion?”

      She searched for one. Found nothing.

      Darcy spoke again, more gently now. “It would not need to be long. A few weeks. A month. Appearances must be preserved for your sake, and… for mine.”

      Elizabeth hesitated. “And if someone discovers the truth?”

      “Then we are ruined together. But until then, we protect what we can.”

      There was a knock—soft, hesitant.

      It was Jane.

      “Forgive me, Lizzy,” she said gently, peeking in. “But Mama insists on knowing if you’ve accepted his proposal yet. I told her there had not been one.”

      Elizabeth let out a sharp laugh.

      “No, Jane. There has not.”

      Darcy met her eyes again. He looked tired. Serious. And something else—something she could not name.

      But for the first time, she wondered if this man, for all his pride and stiffness, might actually be willing to walk through scandal for her.

      She turned to her sister and said, “Tell Mama it is under consideration.”

      Darcy blinked.

      The door clicked shut once more.

      Elizabeth exhaled. “I will go along with it. For now. But if this ends with me ruined or married, Mr. Darcy⁠—”

      “Then I shall take the blame,” he said softly.

      She narrowed her eyes. “And what will you take in return?”

      There was a flicker in his expression. “Only what you give.”

      And for the first time, she found she did not quite know what she would give—nor what she feared he might ask.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      Darcy had always disliked his uncle’s study.

      It was a small room in a large house—overcrowded with heavy walnut furniture and the scent of pipe smoke and masculine judgment. Every inch of it seemed designed to remind its visitors that they were being measured and most likely found wanting.

      This morning was no exception.

      Lord Matlock stood near the hearth, one hand gripping his cane not for need but effect. He did not greet Darcy, only gestured to the chair opposite his desk with the kind of disdain generally reserved for radicals and creditors.

      Darcy sat.

      “I had hoped,” said the earl after a long silence, “that you were merely slow to quash the rumor.”

      Darcy said nothing.

      Lord Matlock’s jaw worked like a man chewing glass. “But now I hear that you’ve traveled to the country to confer with the lady in question. And that you intend to uphold this farce. Is that true?”

      “I intend to shield Miss Bennet from ruin,” Darcy replied. “That is all.”

      “Shield her?” the earl repeated, incredulous. “Boy, have you taken leave of your senses?”

      Darcy’s voice was steady. “A forged engagement has been circulated to nearly every drawing room in London. I cannot in good conscience abandon her to the wolves.”

      “You owe her nothing.”

      “I disagree.”

      Lord Matlock slammed a palm on the desk. “You are not a free agent, Fitzwilliam. Your name carries weight. Every move you make reflects on your family, your investments, your obligations. This—this country chit—jeopardizes everything.”

      “She jeopardizes nothing. It was not of her doing.”

      “And yet, here we are.”

      The earl turned toward the fire, hands clasped behind his back. “Do you think I do not remember what you said last year? That you intended to marry well, to bolster your estates and make a seat in Parliament a certainty?”

      “I remember.”

      “And now you would cast that aside—for what? For some proud-faced girl with no dowry and no connections? Because of a letter?”

      Darcy stood. “Because I have honor, my lord. And because if I do not act, she will be disgraced. Her sisters will suffer. Her future will be destroyed.”

      “Then let it. That is the price of foolishness.”

      Darcy’s hands clenched at his sides.

      The earl turned back, eyes narrow. “You are throwing away your influence.”

      “No. I am preserving it by choosing not to act like a coward.”

      A long silence followed. Lord Matlock looked him over, and for a moment Darcy thought—hoped—that might be the end of it.

      But then the man spoke again, voice colder than before.

      “If you go through with this sham, if you so much as hint at confirming this engagement, I will not support your nomination.”

      Darcy’s stomach twisted. He had expected resistance. He had not expected a direct threat.

      “I see,” he said.

      “You may still undo this. Quietly. Distance yourself. Let the scandal burn itself out. But if you persist…”

      Lord Matlock returned to his chair with a groan of aged joints and old pride. “Do not expect the rest of us to applaud your nobility.”

      Darcy walked to the door and paused.

      “I never expected applause,” he said without turning.

      He stepped into the corridor, his jaw rigid.

      Outside, the day was bright but cold. The kind of weather that could fool a man into thinking spring had come early—until the wind reminded him otherwise.

      Darcy did not return to Darcy House.

      He went to his club instead, where he endured a half-dozen knowing looks and three backhanded congratulations before retreating to the library and closing the door.

      Alone, he allowed himself to sit.

      What had begun as obligation—duty, perhaps—was shifting into something else. Something more dangerous.

      He had agreed to the pretense to protect Elizabeth.

      But now that he had seen her again—seen her fire, her pride, the way she stood her ground in the face of the absurd—he felt that old current stirring in his chest again.

      He should have fought harder, last autumn.

      He should have listened when his heart protested against his better judgment.

      Now, by some ridiculous twist of fate, he was bound to her again—if only for a short while.

      And the thought of leaving her again, when the time came to dissolve the fiction…

      That was the part he could not bear.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The first thing Elizabeth noticed upon entering London was how many people suddenly knew her name.

      Not merely as “Miss Bennet of Longbourn” or “Jane Bennet’s sister”—but as something else entirely. A figure of interest. A subject of whispers. A girl who had, it was murmured, secured Mr. Darcy of Pemberley.

      “Mrs. Darcy-in-waiting,” one woman had muttered just loud enough as Elizabeth passed by in Bond Street. The words had drawn a ripple of giggles from the women beside her and a sharp look from Mr. Darcy, who had extended his arm and guided Elizabeth forward without a word.

      She was grateful, then, for his presence.

      She was less grateful to be staying under his roof.

      Darcy House was grand in every respect—high ceilings, gleaming floors, and a staff so quiet and polished they seemed to float—but it was also suffocating. Elizabeth was not used to such silence. Not used to footmen who avoided her eyes. Not used to the weight of pretending.

      Pretending to be engaged. Pretending not to care.

      Pretending that each sideways glance from a stranger did not feel like a pin pressed directly to her skin.

      “Are you quite certain this is wise?” Jane had asked before Elizabeth left Longbourn.

      “No,” Elizabeth had replied honestly. “But it is necessary.”

      And now, here she was—stepping out in borrowed gowns and smiling at people who barely concealed their doubt.

      At the first gathering they attended—a small but fashionable musicale—Elizabeth stood beside Darcy as introductions were made. The host, a kind-faced woman named Lady Marlene, took Elizabeth’s hand with exaggerated warmth.

      “So this is the young lady who has captured the great Mr. Darcy,” she said, eyes twinkling. “Well done, my dear. And with such poise!”

      Elizabeth blinked. “I assure you, Lady Marlene, I have captured no one. We are simply… well acquainted.”

      Darcy shifted beside her, saying nothing.

      A gentleman behind them murmured something Elizabeth did not catch, but Lady Marlene gave a bark of laughter and waved her fan. “Oh, hush, Henry! I doubt it was just her wit that drew him in.”

      Elizabeth felt the heat rise in her cheeks.

      She knew, then, what they all imagined.

      She had trapped him. Enticed him. Perhaps even compromised herself.

      And Darcy—stone-faced, unmoved—offered no denial.

      They moved from one knot of conversation to another. Elizabeth answered questions with as much grace as she could muster. Where had she and Mr. Darcy first met? (At Netherfield.) Was it love at first sight? (Certainly not.) When might the wedding be? (No date was yet set.) And who, precisely, had broken the story?

      That question she could not answer.

      Eventually, she found herself alone for a moment on a velvet-cushioned bench, fingers clenched tightly in her lap. Darcy approached a moment later, two glasses of punch in hand.

      “I thought you might require fortification,” he said, offering her one.

      She accepted it without a word.

      After a pause, he said, “You were composed. Remarkably so.”

      “I am being displayed,” she replied. “Like a newly-acquired painting. It is natural to sit still when one is being judged.”

      He frowned. “I had not considered it in such terms.”

      “No,” she said lightly, “I imagine you have not had to consider being the painting.”

      They sat in silence.

      Eventually, she asked, “Will it always be like this?”

      He did not pretend to misunderstand.

      “No,” he said. “The interest will fade. It always does.”

      “But the memory of it—of how it began—will not.”

      He looked at her then. “Do you regret it?”

      Elizabeth swallowed. “I regret the need for it.”

      Darcy inclined his head. “As do I.”

      And yet, she could not help noticing how naturally they sat together. How easy it was, somehow, to share a silence with him. How the noise of the room quieted around him, like a storm circling but never touching down.

      She did not trust him.

      But she did not entirely distrust him either.

      And that, perhaps, was the most dangerous part of all.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      The bookseller remembered her.

      Darcy had not expected that.

      He had arrived at Hatchards near midday, cloaked and gloved to discourage recognition, and asked—somewhat stiffly—if they still had a particular volume of poetry by Cowper.

      The clerk had smiled in recognition. “Ah, yes. The lady with the clever tongue and muddy hem. I remember her.”

      Darcy’s brows rose.

      “She browsed the shelves for nearly an hour. Asked for Cowper, then Byron, then criticized both while purchasing a copy of The Natural History of Selborne.” The man chuckled. “Said she liked the sound of a mind at rest.”

      Darcy’s lips tugged at the corners before he could stop them.

      “Yes,” he said softly. “That sounds like her.”

      He purchased the book. Had it wrapped in brown paper and tied with navy ribbon. Then carried it home beneath his arm as though it were something precious.

      It was, he supposed, the only offering he could make.

      She had never wanted his money. Never wanted his name.

      He was not at all certain she wanted him.

      But she had once loved words. Loved thoughtful things. And perhaps—just perhaps—she might understand this for what it was: not a bribe, nor a seduction, but the simplest truth he could give her.

      That he remembered.

      That he saw her.

      That he wanted to.
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        * * *

      

      He left the parcel in the morning room.

      She found it an hour later.

      He knew this because he had been standing just beyond the doorway, half-shadowed behind the column, when she entered.

      She paused at the sight of it—wrapped, unlabeled.

      She touched it cautiously, then undid the ribbon and peeled back the paper.

      Her breath caught.

      She turned the cover over in her hands, tracing the worn edge as if greeting an old friend.

      He had no intention of revealing himself. Not yet.

      But something in her face—her faint, startled smile, her eyes shining just faintly—undid his better judgment.

      He stepped forward.

      “You once said it made you feel at peace.”

      Elizabeth turned swiftly. “You left this?”

      “I did.”

      She hesitated. “Why?”

      Darcy studied her, unsure if he had the right words. “Because I thought you might need a place for your thoughts to rest.”

      She blinked.

      “I know this has not been easy,” he added. “I know it is less than you deserve.”

      Elizabeth looked down at the book, then up at him again. “It is more than I expected.”

      A long pause followed.

      “You remember what I read?” she asked softly.

      “Every word.”

      Her smile faded into something more serious. She closed the book slowly and held it to her chest. “I have not known what to make of you lately.”

      Darcy inhaled. “That makes two of us.”

      Another pause. Not awkward. Just quiet.

      Outside the window, a carriage passed, wheels crunching over the cobblestones.

      “I am trying, Miss Bennet,” he said quietly.

      She met his gaze. “So am I.”

      And for the first time since the forged letter had bound them together, Darcy felt that perhaps… this fiction could yet become something real.

      Not today. Perhaps not tomorrow.

      But someday.

      And that hope, foolish and fragile as it was, warmed something in him that had long been cold.
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      It began with a cough.

      A delicately cleared throat, just behind her left shoulder, followed by the silken rustle of a dress far too fashionable for an afternoon call.

      Elizabeth turned, already bracing herself.

      And there she was.

      Miss Caroline Bingley.

      She stood in the drawing room of Darcy House with all the uninvited elegance of a cat on the back of a settee—gleaming orange curls, an acid smile, and a hat that could have doubled as a weapon. One gloved hand rested delicately upon a pearl-handled parasol, though the skies outside were dry.

      “Miss Bennet,” Caroline said with a sugary smile that did not reach her eyes. “How lovely you look. I had not realized brown could be so… spirited.”

      Elizabeth inclined her head. “Miss Bingley. How unexpected.”

      “Yes, I do pride myself on my timing.”

      Elizabeth bit back a retort.

      “I came to pay my respects,” Caroline said, uninvitedly seating herself on the settee across from Elizabeth’s chair. “Naturally, when I heard the news—well. I simply had to see for myself.”

      “I’m sure you did.”

      Caroline glanced around the room, her expression a portrait of patronizing curiosity. “Such a charming house, don’t you think? Though of course, Pemberley is the true prize.”

      Elizabeth’s spine straightened. “If I ever find myself there, I shall let you know.”

      “Oh, I imagine you shall,” Caroline replied, her voice smooth as satin. “Though I must confess, I was… surprised.”

      Elizabeth said nothing.

      Caroline continued, “You and Mr. Darcy always seemed so ill-suited. I would never have guessed. But then… one does hear that opposites attract.”

      “Indeed,” Elizabeth said, smile razor-sharp. “Some men prefer a challenge. Others prefer… something more familiar.”

      Caroline’s nostrils flared, just slightly.

      A silence fell between them, brittle and bright.

      Then Caroline leaned forward.

      “Do be careful, Miss Bennet. London is a delicate place. One misstep—one misunderstanding—can change everything. I would hate for you to be overwhelmed.”

      Elizabeth met her gaze. “How thoughtful of you.”

      She rose.

      Caroline followed suit, clearly displeased by the lack of effect her presence had wrought. “Do give my regards to Mr. Darcy. We’ve always been such dear friends.”

      “I shall be sure to tell him,” Elizabeth said lightly. “And I’m certain he’ll treasure the memory.”
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth stood by the window long after Caroline left, staring down at the street as the other woman’s glossy black carriage pulled away.

      The conversation had left her unsettled.

      Not because Caroline had been cruel—Elizabeth had expected that—but because Caroline had not sounded certain.

      She had sounded worried.

      And that was far more dangerous.

      Later that afternoon, Elizabeth joined Georgiana in the drawing room, where the younger girl was playing a delicate, hesitant piece on the pianoforte. She stopped when Elizabeth entered and offered a shy smile.

      “I hope I did not disturb you.”

      “Not at all. It was lovely.”

      They sat in companionable quiet, the silence far gentler than the one earlier.

      “Miss Bingley was here,” Georgiana said after a moment.

      Elizabeth turned to her.

      “I saw her carriage,” Georgiana added. “She often used to visit… before.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “I gathered as much.”

      There was another pause.

      Then Georgiana, softly: “I like you better.”

      Elizabeth blinked. “Do you?”

      Georgiana smiled. “She never listened. You do.”

      Elizabeth felt something in her chest tighten—pleasantly.

      It was easy to forget that this arrangement had pulled Georgiana into its wake as well. Easy to forget, too, that behind Darcy’s imposing presence was a girl barely out of childhood, watching everything and understanding more than she let on.

      Elizabeth reached for her hand.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      And as the shadows lengthened outside, she realized that something was shifting—not in the world around her, which still whispered and doubted and watched—but inside her.

      She had not asked for any of this.

      But perhaps, just perhaps, she was no longer only pretending.
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      Darcy had never known himself to be a coward.

      But as he stood outside the morning room, listening to the soft notes of Georgiana’s pianoforte and the gentle hum of Elizabeth’s voice, he hesitated.

      He had never feared rooms before. He had faced Parliament, hostile uncles, and social ambushes with nothing more than a raised brow and a firm jaw. But this—this quiet domesticity, the sound of Elizabeth laughing softly at something Georgiana said—unnerved him more than any duel of wit or will.

      Because he wanted it.

      Not in theory. Not as a matter of honor or duty.

      He wanted this.

      Elizabeth in his home. Elizabeth laughing. Elizabeth warm and soft and familiar. No longer the tempest in his mind or the scandal in his letters, but real and his in a way that a forged engagement had never truly captured.

      Darcy stepped inside before he could talk himself out of it.

      Georgiana greeted him with a smile, but it was Elizabeth who looked up first—book open on her lap, a slight crease between her brows that deepened when she was focused, then softened when she saw him.

      That look nearly undid him.

      “You’re late,” she said.

      He blinked. “Late?”

      “For breakfast. You missed Cook’s new currant buns. She’s taken it upon herself to feed me until I surrender.”

      Darcy gave a half smile. “I imagine she has met her match.”

      “I told her I was not one to be bribed.”

      “Are you?”

      Elizabeth tilted her head. “Only with rare books.”

      Georgiana snorted.

      Darcy glanced between them. “Should I be concerned that the two of you are becoming allies?”

      Elizabeth rose. “Only if you plan to misbehave.”

      He wanted to laugh. Instead, he offered his arm.

      “Walk with me?”

      She hesitated, then nodded.
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        * * *

      

      They strolled through the rear gardens of Darcy House, which, though smaller than those at Pemberley, were still lush with early spring—hyacinths nodding in the breeze, tulips beginning to stir. The gravel crunched beneath their boots.

      “I heard Miss Bingley paid you a visit,” Darcy said carefully.

      Elizabeth arched a brow. “Word travels fast.”

      “It does when the housekeeper is fond of the person being visited.”

      Elizabeth’s lips curved. “Then I am grateful for Mrs. Tilling.”

      “She is not the only one.”

      A silence followed.

      “Caroline wished to offer her congratulations. And her thinly veiled threats,” Elizabeth said at last.

      “I can only imagine.”

      “She seemed more shaken than triumphant.”

      Darcy glanced at her. “And that surprised you?”

      Elizabeth hesitated. “I thought she would be pleased to see me flounder.”

      Darcy stopped walking.

      “She may have hoped for it. But she knows, now, that you will not.”

      Elizabeth met his gaze. “And what about you, Mr. Darcy? Are you still so certain this is only for show?”

      His chest tightened.

      “I was never certain,” he said quietly. “Only determined.”

      “To do your duty.”

      “Yes.”

      “To protect me.”

      “Yes.”

      She turned away slightly. “And what if I no longer need protecting?”

      Darcy exhaled. “Then I must admit the truth.”

      Elizabeth looked back.

      “That I am not certain where duty ends,” he said, “and where something else begins.”

      The wind stirred between them.

      “I think,” she said softly, “you’ve begun to believe your own lie.”

      Darcy gave a small, humorless smile. “I think I have begun to hope it is not a lie at all.”

      A silence fell.

      This time, it was not awkward.

      It was full.

      Full of what had not yet been said.

      Full of what they were not yet ready to admit.

      Elizabeth broke it first. “Come, Mr. Darcy. We mustn’t be late to be stared at this afternoon.”

      He offered her his arm again. “Shall we give them something to talk about?”

      She took it, her fingers light but steady.

      “I believe we already have.”
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      It was too easy to forget.

      That was the problem.

      Too easy to forget that none of it was real—the garden walks, the shared glances, the casual way Mr. Darcy now said Elizabeth when they were alone.

      Too easy to forget that this was all still a performance, a slow and careful undoing of scandal wrapped in layers of civility.

      Because he was no longer quite the same man she had once dismissed with such conviction.

      And, worse still, she was no longer the same woman who had done the dismissing.

      Elizabeth had begun to look forward to his presence—not in dread or defiance, but in quiet anticipation. His steadiness steadied her. His silences no longer made her uneasy; she had learned to listen between them. There were moments when she caught him watching her, not with suspicion or obligation, but with something warm and wary behind the eyes.

      And that warmth…

      It was dangerous.

      So very dangerous.
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        * * *

      

      They were expected at a gathering that afternoon, some cousin of Lady Matlock’s who had written a rather cool note inviting “Mr. and Miss Bennet,” the title crossed out and corrected to “Mr. Darcy and his fiancée” in a more recent hand. It was clearly a reluctant courtesy.

      Elizabeth had prepared herself for it—the scrutiny, the tight-lipped greetings, the false congratulations. But she had not prepared herself for the small things.

      Darcy taking her cloak from the servant’s hands and placing it around her shoulders with quiet familiarity.

      Darcy speaking on her behalf when someone questioned her education, then stepping aside so she might answer better than he ever could.

      Darcy, standing just close enough that she felt his presence like a line of warmth along her spine.

      She had not prepared to feel safe in his presence.

      And that, she thought bitterly, was its own kind of trap.
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        * * *

      

      The evening grew long. The host’s drawing room was overcrowded and overheated, and the music—some unfortunate attempt at an Italian sonata—screeched from the corner as the guests grew louder.

      Elizabeth stepped outside for air.

      The balcony overlooked a small garden lit by lanterns. Cool air brushed her face, and she exhaled, finally alone.

      Or so she thought.

      “You are well liked.”

      She turned.

      Darcy stood in the doorway, watching her. His cravat was slightly undone, his hair wind-tossed from their earlier carriage ride. He looked less like the formidable master of Pemberley and more like a man—just a man, worn at the edges and still, somehow, handsome despite it.

      Elizabeth gave a soft, disbelieving laugh. “I think you and I must have attended different events.”

      He stepped beside her. “The women envy your wit. The men admire your poise.”

      “They admire what they think I am. What I am pretending to be.”

      He looked at her then. “You are not pretending.”

      She turned back to the garden. “Aren’t we both?”

      Darcy was quiet a long moment.

      “I thought this would be simpler,” she said. “That I could play the part until the gossip faded and then… step out of it again.”

      His voice was quiet. “And now?”

      She hesitated.

      “Now,” she said slowly, “I find myself wishing it were real.”

      Darcy inhaled sharply.

      Elizabeth turned her face away. “Forgive me. That was poorly done.”

      “No,” he said. “It was not.”

      She risked a glance at him.

      “I am not certain what this is anymore,” she said, “but I do know I feel… seen. And I did not expect that.”

      He looked at her then—truly looked—and she felt that tremor again beneath her skin.

      “Elizabeth,” he said, and her name in his voice was not performative. Not careful. Not staged.

      It was reverent.

      She shook her head, suddenly undone. “We should go inside.”

      But she did not move.

      And neither did he.

      For a moment, they stood there in the soft dark, just shy of something dangerous. Something honest.

      Then, with visible effort, he stepped back. Gave her the space to leave.

      And she did.

      But as the door closed behind her, Elizabeth knew something had shifted.

      She was no longer pretending.

      And she feared—truly feared—that he might not be either.
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      The first time he truly feared the truth, it came not with scandal or confrontation—but with silence.

      Elizabeth did not join him for breakfast.

      She had never missed breakfast.

      Even when weary, even when sullen from some social fatigue, she had always come to the table with a remark, a glance, a smile that she seemed to bestow only when it amused her to do so. But this morning, the room was quiet, the tea untouched, and the seat across from him empty.

      He could not say why it unsettled him so.

      Except, of course, he could.

      Because the night before had left them both standing on the edge of something unspoken—her confession ringing in his ears like a bell he could not silence.

      I find myself wishing it were real.

      He had not slept. How could he, when those words played again and again through his thoughts, until they tangled with the sound of her laughter, the way her gaze lingered when she thought he would not notice, the scent of her skin when she leaned close to adjust the cuff of his sleeve⁠—

      He closed his eyes.

      He was no longer pretending.

      He had not been for some time.
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        * * *

      

      He found her in the library, curled on the settee with the copy of The Natural History of Selborne still in her lap. Her hair was pulled loosely back, a few curls escaping to frame her face. She did not look up when he entered.

      “I see the currant buns were not enough to entice you this morning,” he said, quietly.

      Her fingers tightened on the book.

      “I did not sleep well,” she murmured.

      Darcy stood in the doorway, unsure if he was permitted to cross into the peace she had built for herself.

      “You said something last night,” he said.

      Elizabeth looked up. Her eyes were clear but wary. “I remember.”

      “I have not been able to stop thinking of it.”

      She swallowed. “Then perhaps I should not have said it.”

      “No,” he said at once. “Do not regret it.”

      A pause.

      Then he crossed the threshold.

      “I never imagined this,” he said, moving slowly. “That a falsehood could show me so much truth.”

      She watched him, silent.

      “I believed we were acting. That I could keep you at a distance. That I would step away from all this and be unchanged.”

      Darcy exhaled. “But I have changed.”

      Elizabeth set the book aside.

      “Have you?” she asked, her voice low.

      “I can no longer draw the line between what was done for duty… and what I do now because I want to.”

      His gaze held hers.

      “I want to protect you. I want to be near you. I want to see you smile because of me.”

      A silence bloomed between them.

      Elizabeth stood. She crossed the room slowly, eyes never leaving his.

      When she stopped before him, she tilted her head. “And when this is over?”

      “I do not want it to be over.”

      His voice cracked slightly.

      She searched his face as if trying to decide whether she could believe him.

      And perhaps he deserved that doubt.

      So he gave her what he rarely gave anyone—vulnerability.

      “I do not expect your heart,” he said. “But I would offer you mine, if you asked for it.”

      Elizabeth’s breath caught.

      Darcy stepped back—not far, just enough to allow her freedom to answer.

      She did not. Not yet.

      But she reached for the book again. Touched the ribbon he had chosen.

      And said, quietly, “I do not want it to be over either.”

      He closed his eyes for one steady heartbeat.

      Then opened them again—and found her still there.
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      Elizabeth had never particularly cared for dinner parties.

      She disliked the forced cheer, the carefully arranged seating, the endless parade of idle questions dressed up as interest. In Hertfordshire, she had been spared the worst of it—there, at least, the scrutiny had been gentle and the gossip somewhat provincial.

      But in London, among the glittering elite, the knives were polished to a shine and placed delicately beside every plate.

      She wore blue satin that evening, borrowed from a modiste Darcy had quietly engaged on her behalf. The neckline was modest, the fit elegant. The mirror told her she looked like she belonged.

      The room she entered told her otherwise.

      Lady Carlton’s dining room was a masterpiece of symmetry and sharp-edged civility. The table was long and gleaming, the chandeliers perfectly spaced, the candlelight unforgiving. Around her sat people of consequence—men with titles, women with bloodlines longer than their patience.

      And every pair of eyes, it seemed, had found her.

      Elizabeth kept her spine straight and her smile ready.

      Darcy stood beside her, ever the composed gentleman, but she could feel it—his quiet tension, the way he positioned himself just a fraction closer than necessary. As though shielding her from something he could not name.

      She appreciated it more than she could say.

      Especially when Lady Millicent turned to her with the smile of a woman about to slide a dagger between the ribs.

      “So,” she said sweetly, “you must tell us, Miss Bennet—or is it Mrs. Darcy already? There are so many versions of the story circulating, one hardly knows what to believe.”

      Elizabeth lifted her chin. “We are not yet married. But the reports of our engagement are, in essence, correct.”

      “In essence,” echoed another lady across the table, arching one elegant brow.

      Elizabeth’s smile did not waver. “The particulars are dull. I assure you, the truth is far less scandalous than the stories.”

      “Pity,” murmured Lady Millicent. “Scandal tends to liven up the Season.”

      Laughter rippled down the table.

      Elizabeth caught Darcy’s jaw tightening.

      Before she could reply, another voice—male, urbane—cut through.

      “Come now, Millicent,” said Lord Sunderland with lazy charm. “You’ll frighten the poor girl back to the country.”

      Elizabeth turned toward him, surprised to find something like amusement in his gaze. “I assure you, my constitution is sound.”

      “Indeed,” he said. “Anyone who can weather Lady Millicent’s interest with poise must be stronger than most.”

      More laughter.

      But this time, it was less cruel.

      Elizabeth felt Darcy relax beside her, just slightly.

      Still, the damage lingered beneath her skin.

      She had thought, foolishly, that being beside him would be enough. That his name would protect her. That their charade had already bought her acceptance.

      But what she realized now was that being Mr. Darcy’s intended had not earned her belonging.

      It had earned her doubt.

      After the meal, as the ladies withdrew to the salon, Elizabeth found herself cornered again—this time by an
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