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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth had been managing the household correspondence for two years, which meant she knew more about the Meryton professional community than was generally assumed of a gentleman's daughter, and considerably more than she wished to know about her uncle Phillips.

      She had not gone to his office that morning intending to find anything. She had gone to collect a document her mother needed regarding the Longbourn lease, and she had waited in the outer room while the clerk went to find it, and she had been sitting with nothing particular to look at when the door to the inner office swung open on its latch and she found herself with a direct view of the desk and the papers on it.

      She had not meant to read them. She had read them.

      The paper on top of the stack bore the name of an estate in the next county. Not one of her uncle's clients. She knew his client list well enough to be certain of this, having handled correspondence addressed to or from those clients for two years. The estate named on the paper was someone else's, and the figures beneath the name were in a hand she did not recognise, and the document had the specific quality of something that did not belong where it was.

      The clerk returned. She took the lease document, thanked him, and walked home through the Meryton lane with the spring morning around her and the question of the paper settling into the back of her mind in the way of things that would need attending to.

      She was perhaps half a mile from Longbourn when she heard footsteps behind her and turned.

      Mr. Darcy had been in the neighbourhood for ten days. The neighbourhood had been wondering why, with the collective curiosity it brought to any unexplained arrival of means and consequence, and Elizabeth had been wondering too, though she had been wondering rather more specifically than the neighbourhood. He was here with Bingley, formally, but Bingley's pleasure in Netherfield required no extended visit from Darcy, who was not a man to linger without purpose. She had been watching him, in the way she watched most things, quietly and with more attention than she showed.

      "Miss Bennet," he said, falling into step beside her.

      "Mr. Darcy." She matched his pace. "You are walking toward Longbourn."

      "I was hoping to speak with you," he said. He said it with the quality he had of saying things that were direct and slightly unexpected in their directness, and she adjusted her assessment of the conversation accordingly.

      "Then speak," she said.

      He was quiet for a moment. Not gathering himself: she had observed enough of him to know the difference between a man preparing to say something and a man deciding how to say something he had already prepared. This was the second kind.

      "I am going to make you a proposal," he said, "that is not the kind of proposal a man typically makes on a country lane. I would ask you to hear it before you respond."

      "I am listening," she said.

      "I have business in this neighbourhood," he said, "that requires me to remain here for some weeks. Perhaps two months. The nature of the business is such that a prolonged stay by a single man of my position requires explanation, and the explanation I find most useful is an engagement." He looked at the lane ahead. "I am therefore asking you to consider a temporary arrangement. A short engagement, publicly maintained, dissolved when my business here is concluded. I would offer you, in exchange, the social protection of my name and the assurance that no obligation would survive the arrangement's end." He paused. "I recognise this is unusual."

      She walked for a moment without speaking. The lane was doing what Hertfordshire lanes did in April, which was to be green and mild and entirely indifferent to unusual proposals.

      "What business?" she said.

      "I am not in a position to say specifically," he said. "I can tell you that it is legitimate, that it concerns matters of county finance, and that it will not cause harm to anyone in the neighbourhood who has not already caused harm to others."

      She absorbed this. County finance, she thought. A Home Office man, then, or close to one. She had wondered about his purpose and had not arrived at this precise conclusion, but it had been in the general vicinity of her thinking and it settled now with the specific click of a thing fitting where it belonged.

      "What do you believe I receive from this arrangement?" she said.

      "The social standing of an engaged woman," he said. "The cessation of certain pressures that I understand a woman in your position faces. And one thing more." He paused, with the care of someone about to say something precise. "The ability to move through this neighbourhood as my fiance rather than as a Bennet daughter, which I believe may be of some value to you at present."

      She looked at the lane. She thought about the paper she had seen in her uncle's office and the figures she had read and the account name that did not belong. She thought about a Home Office investigator asking questions in Meryton about county finance, and where those questions would eventually lead, and whether she would rather those questions led somewhere she could see them going.

      She thought: the best place to be, when someone is investigating something near you, is very close to the investigation.

      "There are conditions," she said.

      "Name them."

      "The arrangement is genuinely temporary and genuinely dissolves at your investigation's conclusion. No obligation, as you said. No expectation in either direction."

      "Agreed," he said.

      "My family are not to be questioned as part of whatever you are investigating."

      He was quiet for a moment. "I cannot offer a blanket protection," he said. "But I can offer this: if any member of your family comes to my attention in the course of the investigation, you will be told immediately, and we will address the matter together rather than without your knowledge."

      She thought about this. It was, she recognised, a more honest answer than an easy one. It was also, she thought, more useful than the blanket promise would have been, because a blanket promise from a man conducting an investigation was not a promise that could be kept and she did not want false assurances.

      "Yes," she said. "That is acceptable."

      "Then you accept?" he said.

      "I accept," she said.

      They walked the rest of the way to Longbourn in a silence that had something working in it: two people who had just reached an agreement under partially false pretences, both aware that the pretences were partial, neither yet aware of the other's.

      At the Longbourn gate she stopped and turned to him. "You should come in," she said. "My mother will expect the announcement to have been made with some ceremony, and my father will want to see your face when you make it."

      "Your father," he said. "What will he want to see in my face?"

      "I don't know yet," Elizabeth said. "But whatever it is, I would recommend honesty. He is very good at telling the difference."

      She went through the gate. He followed. The April morning continued around them, indifferent and pleasant, and behind her she heard him say, quietly, to no one in particular: "Noted."
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      He had made the decision on Thursday and proposed on Friday and spent Saturday reviewing whether Thursday's decision had been sound.

      It had been sound. He ran through it again in the Netherfield study with the systematic honesty he applied to all operational decisions, which was the same honesty he applied to everything but was called something different when it served the Crown. He needed to be in the neighbourhood for a minimum of six weeks. A gentleman of his income and position who lingered in a county neighbourhood without clear purpose attracted speculation, and speculation attracted exactly the kind of attention he was attempting to avoid. The engagement provided a reason that satisfied the neighbourhood's natural curiosity, gave him regular access to Longbourn and therefore to the Meryton professional community, and attached him to a family whose connections were extensive enough to be useful. These were the operational facts, and they were sound.

      The other facts he acknowledged and set aside. Elizabeth Bennet was the most intelligent woman he had encountered in three years of country house parties and two previous Home Office assignments, and she had agreed to his proposal with a precision that suggested she had evaluated it more thoroughly than an ordinary woman would, and the evaluation had produced a yes that he was not going to examine closely until the investigation was concluded and he could examine it with the appropriate attention.

      He rode to Longbourn at eleven to make the engagement formal with her father.

      He had expected the interview to be straightforward. He had conducted himself appropriately at all times and his intentions toward Elizabeth, while not initially romantic, were entirely honourable in the specific sense that he intended her no harm and would dissolve the arrangement with care when the time came. He had the words ready for Mr. Bennet: the admiration, the regard, the assurances. He was prepared.

      Mr. Bennet received him in the library.

      The library was the room of a man who read seriously and thought carefully, which were two things Darcy had not expected to find in the father of five daughters in a small Hertfordshire neighbourhood, and he revised his initial impression of Mr. Bennet upward as he sat down, which was the second revision he had made to a Bennet in two days.

      "Mr. Darcy," Mr. Bennet said, looking at him over his glasses with the quality of someone examining a thing they have been expecting to arrive. "I understand you have spoken with my daughter."

      "I have," Darcy said. "I am here to ask your consent to a formal engagement."

      "Yes," Mr. Bennet said. "I imagined you were." He did not say anything further for a moment. He looked at his desk and then at Darcy and then at the window, in the way of someone who has several things to say and is deciding which one to say first. "You have been in the neighbourhood for nearly a fortnight," he said at last.

      "Yes," Darcy said.

      "For Bingley's sake, I am told."

      "I have known Bingley for ten years. He is a good friend."

      "And yet," Mr. Bennet said, "Bingley does not appear to require a great deal of help with his tenancy. The house is running. He is paying calls. He is managing very well without the support of a man of your particular experience." He looked at Darcy steadily. "I have been watching you, Mr. Darcy. Not with any specific intention. Simply because it is my habit to watch, and because a man of ten thousand a year who spends his evenings reviewing documents and his mornings riding the county's lanes rather than calling on the county's families is a man whose stated purpose and actual purpose are not quite the same thing."

      Darcy was quiet for a moment. The library was very quiet around him.

      "I am conducting some business in the neighbourhood," he said, with care. "It is legitimate business. It concerns the county's financial community and it will not harm anyone in this household."

      "Financial community," Mr. Bennet said. "Yes. I thought it might be something of that nature." He took off his glasses and set them on the desk. "My brother-in-law Phillips is in some difficulty, I believe."

      It was not a question. Darcy did not treat it as one. "I cannot speak to the specifics," he said.

      "No," Mr. Bennet said. "I would not expect you to. But I can speak to them, if it is useful
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