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      Morning crept upon Netherfield without colour. A thin veil of mist lay over the lawns, softening the edges of every shrub and chimney until the house itself seemed half asleep. Within, fires crackled dutifully, as though warmth might stand in place of cheer. Servants moved with that post-storm hush peculiar to households that have lately endured too much company and too much feeling.

      Elizabeth Bennet sat near one of the smaller drawing-room fires, a book open in her lap though she had long ceased to read. The pages blurred in the lamplight; the rhythm of the house was louder than any sentence could be. Down the corridor she heard the rustle of gowns, the cheerful pitch of Caroline Bingley’s voice, and the gentler murmur of Jane’s replies. It was all perfectly ordinary—so ordinary that it felt unnatural.

      Caroline entered presently, bright as a polished coin, exclaiming over the improvement in the weather and the elegance of some new ribbon. Mrs. Hurst followed with languid grace, and Mrs. Annesley came after them—calm, unobtrusive, her presence as quietly anchoring as ever. She took a seat near the window with the soft dignity of a woman accustomed to observing more than she spoke. Elizabeth rose, smiling with the practised civility of the weary, and allowed herself to be kissed on the cheek.

      “My dear Miss Bennet,” said Caroline, “you are looking so well this morning. Mr Harcourt will be delighted to see you recovered from yesterday’s fatigues.”

      The compliment stung in proportion to its sweetness. Elizabeth murmured something grateful and resumed her chair, her heart sinking beneath the effort of every exchange. It was easier, she found, to appear content than to explain the absence of contentment. She had chosen silence once—now silence chose her.

      Caroline settled opposite, arranging her skirts as though composing a portrait. Mrs. Annesley, stitching quietly at some small piece of needlework, looked up now and again but offered no comment; her serenity made Caroline’s brightness seem almost overheated by comparison. Caroline spoke of Town, of forthcoming visits, of Mr Darcy’s admirable discretion in every matter. Elizabeth, listening with divided attention, felt her pulse quicken at the name. Caroline spoke it lightly, almost proprietorially—Mr Darcy intends this and Mr Darcy has written that—until the words formed a picture none dared question. Even Jane, gentle soul, only smiled and hoped the weather might hold for travel.

      Elizabeth turned another page without seeing it. Her mind supplied images unbidden: a man standing beside a cold hearth, a hand resting on a book unread, a prayer whispered into solitude. She had not heard it, yet she felt it still.

      Caroline’s laughter broke the thread.

      “You are dreaming, Miss Bennet. Of pleasant things, I hope?”

      “Of quiet ones,” Elizabeth answered.

      Caroline laughed again, mistaking the remark for jest, and soon rose to take her leave. Mrs. Annesley followed with a polite inclination of the head, her expression unreadable but not unkind. The rustle of silk receded down the hall, leaving only the muted tick of the clock and the soft sigh of the fire. Elizabeth let her smile fade. Her reflection in the window looked pale and distant, as though it belonged to another season entirely.

      She could almost envy Caroline’s conviction. To believe one’s own invention must be a kind of peace. Yet Elizabeth’s conscience would not permit it. She had allowed rumour to speak in her stead, and rumour had made a liar of her.

      Jane returned with her embroidery, serene as ever. They spoke of trifles—thread, weather, the prospect of a quiet afternoon—and for a time Elizabeth almost believed in the calm. But the stillness of the room reminded her of glass: beautiful, fragile, and bound to shatter at the first true sound.

      When the clock struck noon, she closed her book at last. The day had advanced, the fire had settled, and yet she felt none of it. Courtesy had become a kind of exile, and she its most diligent inhabitant.

      Outside, the mist lifted by degrees, revealing the sodden garden paths. A few leaves clung stubbornly to the trees—small proofs that the season had not entirely spent itself. Elizabeth watched one tremble in the faint wind and thought, with an ache she could neither name nor silence, that endurance is a quieter form of heartbreak.
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        * * *

      

      The morning had ripened into that uneasy brightness peculiar to late autumn—sunlight without warmth, cheer without ease. Netherfield, so lately subdued, was once more a stage for civility. Footmen carried coals, silver clinked faintly in the breakfast room, and every voice seemed to rise in well-intentioned congratulation.

      Mr Harcourt, entering somewhat later than usual, became its unwilling centre. Bingley greeted him at once, his good humour unrestrained.

      “My dear fellow, allow me to offer my heartiest wishes! Miss Bennet is universally beloved—you could not have chosen better. What felicity awaits you both!”

      Harcourt inclined his head, cup in hand, buying seconds in which to compose a reply.

      “Your kindness overwhelms me,” he managed. “Miss Bennet’s regard is more than I deserve.”

      It was the safest truth he could find. Bingley, taking gratitude for joy, rattled on about settlements and the happiness of all concerned until Jane’s gentle summons rescued him. Harcourt remained where he stood, his coffee cooling and his conscience warming unpleasantly.

      He had spoken with Elizabeth—yes. He had offered her a kind of refuge, and she had answered with compassion. Yet no vows had passed between them, no letter to her father, no word beyond the quiet yes that had trembled rather than rung. He had meant to wait—to allow her a day’s reflection, to write properly to Mr Bennet, to secure consent before any whisper escaped. Instead, it seemed the whisper had outpaced him. The house already spoke as though everything were concluded and the future merely waiting for the banns.

      Caroline Bingley entered next, rustling like congratulation itself.

      “Mr Harcourt,” she said with gracious brightness, “permit me to express my delight! You and Miss Bennet suit one another to admiration. I daresay the announcement will make a charming addition to the winter correspondence. Do tell me—will the wedding be here, or in Hertfordshire?”

      He very nearly choked on his civility.

      “Nothing is fixed, Miss Bingley. I have not yet—ah—spoken to Mr Bennet.”

      “Oh, of course,” she replied with a smile that disguised astonishment poorly. “Formality! But everyone knows an understanding is as good as a contract. The rest is ceremony.”

      He bowed because words failed him, then escaped toward the library, leaving behind the delicate scent of triumph and toast.

      Among the shelves he found air enough to breathe. The fire there was small, the silence intelligent. He set his untouched cup upon the mantel and stared into the grate, wondering how honour might best extricate itself from kindness. To contradict the rumour would expose Elizabeth to speculation; to affirm it would bind her without her father’s consent. He had intended generosity—yet generosity, unguarded, had become presumption.

      A soft tread interrupted him. Mary Bennet entered, a slim volume of essays in her hand. She paused, taking in his expression.

      “You look,” she said mildly, “as though felicitation were a form of punishment.”

      He smiled despite himself.

      “So it proves. I find myself congratulated on a happiness I have not yet secured.”

      “Ah,” said she, shelving her volume. “Rumour dislikes unfinished business.”

      He let out a quiet laugh.

      “I meant to act honourably—to speak to her father, to allow her every chance to reconsider. Instead I appear to have deprived her of the very liberty I admired.”

      Mary’s gaze was steady.

      “Intent and consequence seldom travel together. Yet I suspect my sister understands your meaning, and will not misjudge you.”

      Her composure steadied him; her dry compassion left him oddly comforted.

      “You are charitable, Miss Mary.”

      “I am observant,” she corrected gently. “And observation suggests that both of you are too kind to let falsehood live long.”

      She inclined her head and departed, leaving behind the faint scent of old paper and truth. Harcourt remained, the fire painting the bindings in gold. Beyond the window, a gust lifted the last of the damp leaves across the lawn. He watched them fall again and thought how easily a word meant for comfort might turn to chain.

      For now, he could only wait—and hope that honesty, when it came, would hurt less than silence had.
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        * * *

      

      Mr Darcy’s trunks stood open before the hearth, half packed and half forgotten. Shirts lay folded with military precision beside books he could not quite bring himself to close. It was an orderly confusion—the kind that attends a departure long delayed in the mind, if not in the body. Outside, the wind stirred the fog across the park; within, the coals burned low, casting brief glimmers across brass buckles and travelling boots.

      He had meant to be gone by noon. Each hour that followed only deepened the sense that he ought not to have come at all. Yet habit kept him in motion: letters sealed, accounts settled, civility performed. He had thanked Bingley for his hospitality and promised a visit to Town. He had written to his sister—nothing of consequence, merely that he was well and the country agreeable. All that remained was to leave.

      And still he lingered.

      From below drifted the sounds of daily harmony: Jane’s soft voice at the pianoforte, Bingley’s cheerful exclamations, Caroline’s measured brightness. He could even distinguish Harcourt’s lower tone, genial, unhurried—the voice of a man universally approved. It was remarkable, he thought, how swiftly the world arranged itself around a convenient happiness.

      Bingley had told him the news two nights before with affectionate triumph. Miss Elizabeth and Mr Harcourt—could anything be kinder? The words had fallen like verdict, and he had accepted them as such. Yet every hour since had convinced him that something in the tale rang false. Elizabeth’s countenance, once so alive with motion, seemed now governed by deliberate quiet; Harcourt’s ease was that of a man defending his composure rather than enjoying it. They looked, if anything, like two people bravely enduring universal approval.

      He had schooled himself not to interfere. Silence, after all, had been his lesson. Pride had spoken once; humility must now hold its peace. But virtue, when it confines itself to stillness, begins to resemble cowardice.

      He moved to the window. The day had that dim, reflective light that follows rain—clouds washed thin, colours muted, the garden paths silver with damp. Servants crossed the lawn carrying firewood toward the stables; their voices were muffled, their breath visible in the air. Beyond them, the trees stood stripped and motionless, each branch drawn against the sky like ink upon paper.

      He thought of Elizabeth walking there once, her shawl caught by the wind, her laughter unguarded. The memory was brief and piercing. He had loved her then in the only honest way he knew—hopelessly—and had resolved to let the loss refine him. But love, it seemed, did not refine; it remained, obstinate as the scent of smoke in an empty room.

      A knock interrupted him. Bingley appeared, all good humour and bustle.

      “You are off to-morrow then? I shall miss you, Darcy. But I quite understand—business, and Georgiana, and all that.”

      Darcy inclined his head. “To-morrow at first light.”

      Bingley looked positively horrified.

      “Absolutely not. The roads will be miserable before the sun burns off this damp, and Jane would never forgive me if I allowed you to flee without a proper breakfast. Stay the morning—only the morning,” he added, as though offering a compromise to which Darcy must surely agree.

      Darcy opened his mouth to protest, but Bingley’s earnestness was too transparent, too affectionate, to oppose without unkindness.

      “If you insist,” he said quietly.

      “I do insist,” Bingley replied, delighted. “And you will see—everything is as it ought to be. Miss Elizabeth is settled; Harcourt will make her happy. There is no reason for melancholy, my friend.”

      “No reason,” Darcy echoed.

      When Bingley had gone, the silence thickened. He looked again toward the window, where dusk had begun to gather. Somewhere below, laughter rose—the thin, brittle sound of conversation pursued past its comfort. He recognised it as the music of people pretending nothing had changed.

      He closed the trunk, the sound final in the hush. He would remain through breakfast; beyond that, he told himself, he would go. He would ride to Town, to letters, to business, to the well-governed solitude of a man who had convinced himself that principle required it. Yet the conviction felt hollow.

      He had told himself that silence protected others from pain; now he saw it merely postponed the reckoning.

      As the fire sank to ash, he spoke almost without voice:

      “Nothing good ever grows from quiet that fears to speak.”

      The words hung in the air like a verdict, unheard by any but the coals themselves, which broke softly, one by one, as though in assent.
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        * * *

      

      Evening drew the household together with the same formality that had once passed for friendship. The lamps were lit early; the fire reflected softly in polished glass and silver. Conversation, like the light, spread evenly over every surface, yet warmed nothing.

      Mary Bennet took her place at the pianoforte after dinner, as she generally did when others required diversion. She had learned long ago that usefulness afforded the most reliable form of invisibility. Her playing was quiet, faultless, and entirely unremarkable—a background against which everyone else might perform contentment. Mrs Annesley sat nearby with her needlework, adding her own mild, steady presence to the room’s polished decorum.

      Caroline sat nearest the hearth, a figure of effortless animation. She had been radiant all day—more so, if possible, since Mr Darcy’s trunks had appeared in the corridor. Her laughter moved from topic to topic with industrious grace, brightening the silence whenever it threatened sincerity. Every phrase she uttered bore the careful polish of anticipation; she was rehearsing a future in which she reigned.

      Across from her, Jane bent over her embroidery with tranquil determination. Bingley watched her as a man might watch the last candle in a dark room—grateful that it still burned. He had always been the happiest of optimists; Mary thought it his most endearing and most perilous quality.

      Mr Harcourt and Elizabeth sat somewhat apart, engaged in a conversation that appeared earnest without ever becoming animated. Their civility was perfect—too perfect. Mary’s ear, more sensitive to harmony than her fingers could ever produce, heard the discord plainly. The pauses between their sentences were not companionable; they were measured, polite, and faintly strained. Each spoke as though steadying the other against some invisible weight.

      When Mr Darcy entered late, the atmosphere shifted almost imperceptibly
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