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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The gravel crunched beneath the hired carriage’s wheels as it wound slowly up the long drive toward Pemberley. Trees arched overhead like cathedral vaults, their summer leaves thick and green, whispering secrets in the wind. Elizabeth sat forward, gloved hands clasped tightly in her lap, as the great house emerged from behind the oaks. Pale stone and ivy-covered walls rose with austere grace from the hills, every angle sharp with memory.

      Pemberley.

      She had sworn never to return—never to come within twenty miles of Derbyshire again. And yet, here she was, beneath an assumed name, with a forged letter of reference tucked into her satchel and a life packed carefully inside her heart.

      A man in livery came down the front steps as the carriage pulled to a stop. Elizabeth pressed a hand to her bodice to steady the wild beat of her heart. She could not afford fear. Not now.

      “Miss Hart?” he asked as she descended. “We’ve been expecting you. I’m Carter, the steward.”

      She offered him a demure smile. “A pleasure, Mr. Carter. I’m grateful for the opportunity.”

      “His lordship is occupied for the moment, but Mrs. Reynolds will see you in. The piano’s in the west drawing room, and you’ll find Miss Darcy to be quiet but eager. She’s longed for a proper teacher.”

      Elizabeth dipped her head, her mouth dry. “I look forward to meeting her.”

      Inside, the house was as beautiful as she remembered—though she had only glimpsed it once, years ago, through the golden haze of midsummer and something like infatuation. It looked different now. Colder. Less dream, more stone.

      Mrs. Reynolds greeted her with the brisk kindness of a woman long used to running an estate.

      “We had prepared a guest room for you in the main house,” she said, studying Elizabeth with intelligent eyes. “But I’m told you’ve made… another request?”

      Elizabeth cleared her throat. “If it would not be too great an inconvenience, I would prefer something more—humble. The small groundskeeper’s lodge by the west grove would suit me perfectly.”

      The housekeeper blinked. “The shack?”

      “Yes,” Elizabeth said calmly. “I’m accustomed to simple accommodations. I find solitude best for focus. And I imagine it would be more economical for the estate.”

      Mrs. Reynolds considered her. “As you like. I’ll have the key sent down and some linens brought in.”

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth said, relief prickling the backs of her knees. “You are very kind.”

      Mrs. Reynolds did not reply, but there was a gleam in her eyes as if she sensed that Miss Hart was not what she seemed. Elizabeth followed her into the drawing room, and for the first time, she laid eyes on Georgiana Darcy.

      The girl had grown tall—elegant, like her brother—with soft eyes and long fingers that curled nervously in her lap. She rose at once when Elizabeth entered, clearly well-trained in manners, but there was a vulnerability in her movements that made Elizabeth’s chest ache.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Darcy,” she said gently.

      Georgiana smiled faintly. “You may call me Georgiana. I fear I may not be your most talented student. But I would like to be.”

      “Then we’ll suit perfectly,” Elizabeth said, and sat beside her at the pianoforte. She let her fingers drift softly over the keys. “Let’s begin.”

      The lesson passed in a quiet, tentative rhythm. Georgiana was indeed nervous, but her hands were quick and her ear sharp. Elizabeth praised her often, guiding without command, coaxing music from her rather than forcing it.

      When the hour was through, Mrs. Reynolds returned. “Carter will escort you to the lodge now, Miss Hart. Will you be dining in the house?”

      “No, thank you,” Elizabeth said quickly. “I brought a few provisions with me. I prefer light meals after travel.”

      Mrs. Reynolds arched a brow but said nothing.

      The shack sat at the edge of the woods, half-hidden behind a stone wall overgrown with honeysuckle. The key turned reluctantly in the lock, and the door creaked open to reveal a single room: stone hearth, wooden table, narrow cot. Dust floated in slanting light through the grime-caked windows.

      Perfect.

      Carter left her with the promised linens and a candle and brought her trunks inside. “Shall I send a boy to fetch anything else?”

      “No,” she said. “This will do beautifully.”

      He hesitated. “Begging your pardon, miss, but most folk wouldn’t choose this.”

      Elizabeth smiled faintly. “I’m not most folk.”

      He left with a respectful nod.

      She waited until the hoofbeats of Carter’s horse faded completely before stepping back out into the night.

      The trees were still. The air held the scent of damp moss and fading sun.

      She crossed the grove, heart thudding in her chest, and knelt beside a fallen log.

      “Emme,” she whispered.

      A soft rustle. Then, from behind the trunk, a small figure emerged—dark curls, solemn eyes, and a patchwork shawl wrapped tightly around her small frame.

      “Is this our new home, Mama?” the little girl asked.

      Elizabeth swept her into her arms.

      “Yes, sweet girl,” she murmured into her daughter’s hair. “This is where we begin again.”
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      If asked, Fitzwilliam Darcy would have said he did not believe in premonitions. And yet from the moment he heard the name Eliza Hart, something had itched beneath his skin like a half-forgotten memory.

      Now, standing just beyond the open door of the west drawing room, he watched the woman in question as she bent over the pianoforte beside Georgiana. Her voice was low, melodic—not unlike a song in itself—and though her clothes were plain, there was a grace in her carriage that did not speak of low birth.

      Georgiana smiled at something she said.

      Interesting.

      Darcy stepped back before he was seen and continued down the corridor, his boots echoing softly against the marble floor. Mrs. Reynolds intercepted him near the library, her expression unreadable.

      “She’s settled in, sir,” she said briskly. “The new teacher.”

      “And?”

      “She’s not what I expected,” the housekeeper replied, folding her hands. “Unusual sort of woman. Refused the guest chamber. Requested to live in that old shack near the grove.”

      Darcy stopped. “The groundskeeper’s lodge?”

      “She claimed it suited her—said she preferred solitude.”

      “Did she,” he murmured, more to himself than to her.

      “She has a good manner with Miss Georgiana. Gentle, but not indulgent. Still, I thought you should know.”

      “You were right to tell me.” He gave a short nod. “Thank you.”

      Mrs. Reynolds hesitated, then added in a quieter voice, “There’s something about her… I can’t quite place it. Her speech is polished, but there’s an odd cadence to it at times. Almost as if she’s mimicking rather than belonging.”

      Darcy’s jaw tightened. “I’ll speak with her tomorrow.”

      He dismissed the matter—for the moment—and returned to his work. But as dusk painted the sky in strokes of rose and grey, he found his thoughts returning to the music room.

      He had not hired the teacher himself. The arrangement had come through a friend of Colonel Fitzwilliam’s wife—a “Miss Eliza Hart,” described as competent, discreet, and available immediately. Her references were in order. Her tone had been respectful. Her price modest.

      Still, he felt the disquiet of something not quite right.

      The last woman they’d hired had stayed three days before Georgiana’s silence and sorrow drove her off. This new teacher had already accomplished more than that in a single afternoon, judging by the warmth in Georgiana’s face at dinner.

      “Miss Hart is very kind,” Georgiana said as she reached for the bread. “And she doesn’t scold when I stumble. She simply plays the phrase again until I understand it.”

      Darcy, startled by the rare openness in her voice, looked up from his plate. “You like her?”

      Georgiana gave a small nod. “It feels as if I have known her my whole life.”

      Darcy chewed slowly, the words settling strangely in his chest. He had not intended to hire a ghost.

      After dinner, he walked the grounds, as was his custom, his hands folded behind his back. The air was heavy with the scent of late summer—lavender, dust, and ripening fruit. Somewhere beyond the hedges, an owl called low and long.

      As he turned the corner by the stables, he caught sight of a faint flicker of candlelight through the trees.

      The shack.

      He had not visited it in years. It had once been home to the head groundskeeper, a surly man named Rutledge who had died during the fever two summers past. Since then, it had sat empty, half-sunk into the green.

      Darcy hesitated. He ought to let the woman have her privacy. And yet⁠—

      There was movement. A figure passed before the window.

      Too small.

      He narrowed his eyes.

      It had been no taller than his knee.

      A trick of the candlelight, perhaps. Or an animal.

      Still.

      He made a mental note to have the building inspected in the morning—to ensure it was safe, of course.

      As he turned back toward the main house, the music teacher’s name echoed again in his mind.

      Eliza.

      It meant nothing. The name was common enough. And yet it clung to him, that single syllable, with its weight of memory and unfinished words.

      It had been six years.

      Six years since he had last seen Elizabeth Bennet—on a rain-washed path in Kent, her eyes bright with fury, her words like cold iron. He had not spoken her name aloud since. Had not allowed himself to dwell upon her face. She had vanished from his life, and he had forced himself to let her.

      Why was he thinking of her now? Surely, she and this new music teacher were not the same person.

      But tonight, the shadows at Pemberley whispered something different.

      Tonight, the shadows sang of her memory.
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