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      I had always thought myself sensible enough to avoid trouble at a country assembly. How naïve that seems now. If I had known how quickly one evening might unravel the whole of my peace, I would have feigned a headache and remained by the fire. Instead, I allowed my mother to brush, pin, and prod me into my most recently hemmed gown with the same urgency I had seen Mrs. Hill apply to preparing a goose for roasting.

      “Only smile, Lizzy,” she trilled as we entered the Meryton Assembly Rooms, “and remember that a titled gentleman is worth ten without one.”

      I laughed then, believing she merely teased. Titles, had nothing whatsoever to do with happiness. Besides, what would a titled gentleman be doing in Meryton? 

      The room was warm and bright, the air thick with chatter and anticipation. I found myself almost cheerful—until the crowd parted and revealed two strangers of immediate consequence. One, tall and solemn, I had seen before in Hertfordshire: Mr. Darcy, friend to Mr. Bingley, who had lately taken up residence in Netherfield Park. The other was unknown to me, though the murmuring around us carried his name like a rumor:

      Lord Arthur Yarrow.

      He was handsome, in a way that seemed too polished to be comfortable—his smile was too practiced, and his gaze lingered far too long for my liking. People stepped aside as he passed, performing bows and curtsies of anxious respect. Some watched him with awe. Others, with something like fear.

      I disliked him at once.

      Before I could escape to the relative safety of Charlotte Lucas’s company, Mr. Bingley approached with a delighted bow and asked Jane for the next two dances. Jane’s eyes glowed with a happiness that warmed me immediately, and I was just about to tease her when a shadow fell across my shoulder.

      “Lizzy,” Mama hissed, “a Lord Yarrow wishes to make your acquaintance. Do not you dare frown.”

      I scarce had time to draw breath before Lord Arthur Yarrow was before me and bowing with perfect elegance, his gloved hand extended.

      “May I have the honor?”

      I tried, gently, to refuse. “My lord, I thank you, but I am already⁠—”

      “She is delighted to accept,” Mama interjected, nudging me forward with such force I stumbled into the gesture.

      I met the lord’s eyes then. There was admiration in them—of a sort—but also appraisal. I felt as though he weighed me as one might weigh an object. Valuable, perhaps. But acquirable.

      He led me to the dancers and there was only a moment before the dance began. His hand at my waist was steady and possessive. I attempted conversation—weather, travel, the usual—but his answers were clipped, and his attention roamed over the room as if searching for those who watched him.

      At last, he asked, “Miss Bennet, is your father in attendance?”

      “Yes,” I replied, uneasy. “He stands with Sir William Lucas.”

      He nodded once. “A good man to conduct business.”

      “Business?” I repeated.

      His smile sharpened. “We shall speak of it later this evening.”

      A chill ran down my spine, though my cheeks were flushed.

      When the dance ended, I stepped away with a thankfulness that nearly tripped me. I turned—and collided directly with Mr. Darcy.

      “Oh—Mr. Darcy, forgive me.”

      His hands steadied me gently. “There is nothing to forgive, Miss Bennet. Are you quite well?”

      His voice held a concern so sincere it startled me. In his eyes I saw no calculation, no assumption of possession—only a steadiness that eased the tightness in my chest.

      “Yes,” I said, softer than I intended. “I thank you.”

      But he looked unconvinced. His gaze flicked toward Lord Yarrow, who lingered nearby like a hawk awaiting its next flight.

      “I fear your dance partner lacks… delicacy.”

      I almost smiled. “Then we share an opinion.”

      And indeed, our interaction—the first with warmth between us—might have grown into genuine conversation, had not my mother seized my arm.

      “Lizzy! Lord Yarrow requests a moment of your time. At once, my dear.”

      Darcy stepped aside quickly, but not without a frown.

      I was guided—dragged—across the room to where Lord Yarrow stood speaking with my father. Though Papa’s expression was amused but weary, Lord Yarrow’s was triumphant.

      “Miss Bennet,” he said, bowing over my hand, “I have been speaking with your father about an arrangement that may be of benefit to you all.”

      I stared. “An arrangement?”

      My father cleared his throat. “Nothing decided, my dear. Nothing signed or sealed.”

      “But worth discussing,” Yarrow added smoothly. “I find myself much impressed with Hertfordshire. Particularly its people.”

      The implication tightened every muscle in my body.

      “May we speak privately?” he asked.

      “No,” I said, before I could think better of it. “My lord, I have no desire⁠—”

      “Lizzy!” my mother hissed. “Good heavens!”

      Yarrow’s lips twitched. Not with amusement—no. With annoyance quickly mastered.

      “Very well,” he said, voice chilled. “We shall speak another time.”

      He inclined his head to my father as Mama nudged me to curtsey, but he was already gone and I could breathe a small sigh of relief. 

      “Really, Lizzy, you are quite impossible,” Mama fumed. 

      “Indeed,” I murmured absently. I did not know what had passed between his Lordship and my father, but he would not meet my eye and found a thin excuse to leave us within a matter of moments.

      

      The remainder of the evening blurred together—Jane’s radiant smiles, my mother’s frantic fluttering, Charlotte’s concerned whispers. All the while, Lord Yarrow’s eyes followed me like a shadow.

      But it was Mr. Darcy who lingered in my thoughts as we returned home beneath the crisp winter night. He had looked at me as if he saw something amiss—something wrong—and wished to intervene.

      I felt foolish for wishing he had.
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      The following morning, the entire house was woken to chaos.

      My mother burst into the breakfast room with a shriek, “Oh, Lizzy! Girls! You shall not believe what has occurred!”

      Jane dropped her spoon while Lydia and Kitty begged eagerly to hear the news. Unruffled, I set down my tea carefully.

      “What is it, Mama?” Jane asked brightly. She had nothing to fear for Mr. Bingley had danced with her four times at the Assembly… Mama was certain that there would be an offer of marriage before the new year turned and I could not argue with the logic behind her prediction.

      “Lord Yarrow has made an offer!” she declared, thrusting a letter at my father. “An incredible, magnificent offer!”

      “What offer?” I demanded.

      Mama beckoned to me and then moved to pull me out of my chair. “Come— We shall not speak of it here. Your father would like you to come to his study.”

      I rose with reluctance and tried to ignore my sisters’ stares as I followed her from the room. 

      Once we had stepped into the corridor, I dared to speak. 

      “Mama, what is the meaning of⁠—”

      But my mother grasped my arm tight, eyes fever-bright. “He has offered to settle all of your father’s debts and purchase Longbourn for the family, but—oh, Lizzy!—only if you agree to marry him!”

      I could not breathe.

      “No,” I choked out. “Absolutely not.”

      My mother stared at me as if I’d refused a crown.

      “Lizzy, do not be absurd. A lord, my dear! A title! You shall be Lady Yarrow!”

      My father’s voice, soft but heavy, cut through the madness. I had not realized he had come out of his study and stood in the corridor in front of us.

      “Elizabeth… we are in greater debt than you know.”

      I stared at him in shock.

      “And you agreed?” I demanded. “Without speaking to me?”

      He looked away.

      My mother, triumphant and deaf to my despair, added, “The wedding shall be before Christmas. Oh! How grand it will be!”

      A cold certainty settled over me then.

      My life—my freedom—was no longer my own.
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      I spent the rest of that dreadful morning in a strange sort of silence, as though I watched my own life from some distance. My mother’s shrieks, my sisters’ exclamations, even my father’s weary sighs seemed to come through a wall of glass. The only thing that reached me clearly was one cold, unshakable fact:

      Lord Yarrow had purchased my father’s debts.

      Lord Yarrow meant to buy Longbourn and every stick of furniture within its walls.

      And I was the price.

      I followed my father into his study because there was nowhere else to go. He shut the door behind us and sank heavily into his chair, looking older than I had ever seen him.

      “Come, Lizzy,” he said, rubbing his temples. “Let us end this ugly business as gently as we may.”

      “Gently?” I repeated. “Papa, you cannot mean to support this. There must be some other way.”

      He smiled without humor. “If there is, I have not found it. Yarrow owns every note. Should he call them in, your mother, your sisters—you yourself—would be turned out before the year is done.”

      “And if I marry him,” I said, my voice shaking, “we remain at Longbourn as… as what? His dependents? His tenants? His chattel?”

      “You would be his wife,” my father said. “Protected. Provided for.”

      “Owned.”

      He flinched. For a moment I saw his helplessness, and my anger faltered. He reached across the desk and took my hand.

      “Lizzy, I never meant for matters to come to this. I was careless. I thought… well, I thought there would be time. There is never as much time as a man supposes.” His fingers tightened. “I cannot undo what is done. I can only try to keep you all from ruin.”

      “And I must purchase that safety with my happiness?”

      He met my gaze with something like shame. “I ask too much of you. I know it. If there were any other means⁠—”

      “Have you told him no?” I demanded. “Have you refused?”

      He looked away. That was answer enough.

      My heart froze in my chest.

      “Then I suppose,” I said, very calmly, “that there is nothing left for me to do but smile and curtsy and make myself agreeable to my new owner.”

      “Elizabeth—”

      “No, Papa.” I withdrew my hand. “You have given your word. I understand what that means to you.”

      He did not call me back as I left the room. In truth, I did not know what I might say if he had.
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      The time between that conversation and my departure for Lord Yarrow’s estate seemed both very long and very brief. My mother fluttered from room to room, planning gowns and calling for lace that we could not afford even when we still pretended to be solvent.

      “You shall have a new pelisse,” she cried. “Lady Yarrow must look as such! Why, I daresay you shall be the grandest lady for miles. Imagine the carriages, the salons, the balls
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