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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      The letter arrived just after breakfast.

      Darcy broke the seal with little interest, expecting a polite update from a neighbor or a request from his steward. Instead, his eyes caught the sharp slant of the pen and the urgent tone beneath otherwise measured words.

      
        
        Mr. Darcy,

        Forgive the alarm, but I thought it best to write at once. Your sister has taken ill—what began as a cold has worsened. She developed inflammation in the lungs and is now confined to bed, with difficulty breathing and persistent weakness. Though the physician is hopeful, she will require rest and care for some time. Please, if you are able, come.

        —Mr. Alston, Lambton

      

      

      Darcy stood so abruptly his chair scraped back across the wood.

      He did not summon a carriage. He ordered his horse saddled immediately and was halfway to the stables before the footman could stammer out a reply.

      The sky was already bruising with snow, thick gray clouds pressing low. He did not care. He rode hard, leaving the neat lines of Pemberley behind as the road blurred beneath hooves and sleet.

      Lambton was only five miles, but the storm made it feel like twenty.

      His coat was heavy with snow when he dismounted at the Alstons’ modest estate. Georgiana had come to visit her friend, Allison Alston, before the storm began. But within a day, the roads were nearly impassable. It was a miracle Darcy found his way there safely at all.

      After a brief knock on the door, a servant led him quickly inside, where the warmth was a welcome shock. He barely remembered to thank the woman before striding down the corridor toward the guest chambers.

      Mrs. Alston met him just outside the door. “She’s resting,” she said, eyes full of concern. “The fever has passed, but her lungs are still inflamed. The coughing leaves her exhausted. She’s had very little appetite. The doctor says she’ll recover, but it will take time.”

      He nodded, barely trusting himself to speak.

      When he entered the room, he stopped short.

      Georgiana lay beneath several quilts, her skin pale and drawn, dark circles beneath her eyes. Her chest rose with effort, and though the fire crackled nearby, she shivered still.

      “Georgiana,” he said, voice low.

      Her eyes fluttered open—glassier than usual, unfocused. “Fitz…?”

      He crossed the room quickly and knelt beside the bed. “Yes. I’m here. You’re going to be all right.”

      She tried to smile, but her lips barely moved. “Cold,” she whispered.

      “I know.” He reached for her hand—thin, cool, damp with sweat. “You’ll be warm soon. I promise.”

      Her eyes closed again, and she drifted back into a fragile sleep.

      Darcy stood slowly. The room felt far too small.

      He found Mr. Alston in the parlor.

      “She needs to come home,” Darcy said, not bothering with pleasantries. “To Pemberley.”

      “I agree,” Alston said. “The fever may have broken, but she’ll need attentive care for weeks. Possibly months. She’ll tire easily. The physician warned of recurring inflammation if she isn’t carefully watched.”

      Darcy nodded. “We’ll have her moved tomorrow. I’ll send a covered carriage with a mattress and heated bricks.”

      Alston hesitated, then added, “There’s someone we might send for—a woman in need of employment. A family friend. Recently widowed. She’s assisted in long-term convalescence before. Quiet. Very capable.”

      Darcy, distracted, barely looked up from his gloves. “Yes. Do send for her. The sooner the better.”
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The letter arrived in the early morning, its message brief, the handwriting unfamiliar.

      A nursing position, it said. Immediate. Private household. Well-compensated. The patient—a young woman recovering from a serious illness—would require careful observation and gentle encouragement over a long winter convalescence. The request had come from a trusted acquaintance of her uncle’s in Lambton, passed along discreetly, as such things often were.

      There was no name mentioned. No location.

      But the offer was kind. Respectful. And, frankly, impossible to refuse.

      Elizabeth folded the letter and set it on the table beside the cold hearth. Her room was quiet, tidy, small. Just enough space for a bed, a chair, and the trunk she had not unpacked fully since moving into her Aunt Gardiner’s guest quarters three months ago. The mourning crepe was still pinned to her shawl, though the weight of it had become habit more than grief.

      Her husband had been gone nearly a year.

      The world had not mourned him.

      And if Elizabeth mourned anything, it was not the man himself—but the girl she had once been, before promises hardened into obligation, and affection soured into disappointment.

      She had never expected to marry for love—not after Hunsford. But she had not expected silence, either. Not the cold corridors. Not the soft apologies from servants who looked at her with pity. Not the sense of erasure that came with every passing season.

      Widowhood, at least, had given her space. A breath of air after too long underwater. And now—this. A position. A quiet estate. A patient to care for.

      Something to do. Someone to help.

      She packed that afternoon and left the next morning.
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        * * *

      

      The snow began as she crossed the Lambton bridge, soft and feathering along the road. By the time the carriage turned onto the estate drive, it had thickened into a curtain of white. The windows fogged, and Elizabeth leaned forward, rubbing a circle clear with her gloved hand.

      And then—her breath caught.

      Pemberley.

      The house appeared like something summoned from memory: grand, symmetrical, untouched by time. She felt the jolt before she could quiet it. A pang—not of affection, but of something older. Regret, perhaps. Or the distant echo of a life that had never come to be.

      The carriage slowed.

      No one had mentioned Pemberley. No one had mentioned him.

      Elizabeth sat straighter, pressed her spine against the squabs, and tucked away the emotion as tightly as she’d folded her nightgown into her valise.

      She would not leave. She had accepted the position. She was needed.

      And she was no longer a girl who fled from discomfort.
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        * * *

      

      A footman met her at the entrance with a soft, “Hello, Mrs. Guthrie,” and her chest went hollow. It took her a moment to understand—her name. Not his. Hers. That name had belonged to another man.

      She stepped into the great hall, her boots wet, her skirts heavy, her heart louder than it ought to be.

      And there he was.

      Fitzwilliam Darcy.

      Standing at the base of the stairs, just as he had been when she first visited Pemberley so many years ago. Only now, he was different. Older. Paler. Still impossibly tall and composed—but something in his expression had changed. Softer, perhaps. Or more tired.

      “Mr. Darcy,” she said, dipping into a curtsy that felt mechanical.

      He did not speak for a moment.

      “Mrs. Guthrie,” he returned, his voice low and unreadable.

      They stood there, two ghosts in familiar rooms.

      At last, he stepped forward, offering a gloved hand. “You’ve come far. I’m grateful.”

      Elizabeth took his hand, held it briefly, and let go.

      “I was told your sister is in need of care.”

      “She is.” He nodded toward the stairs. “Georgiana is upstairs. I thought it best she return home as soon as she could be moved. She’s resting now, but you’ll meet her after you’ve settled.”

      “I see.” Elizabeth’s tone was even. “Then I’ll do so at once.”

      Darcy hesitated, as if weighing words unspoken. But he said only, “Mrs. Reynolds will show you to your room.”

      A housekeeper appeared from the corridor. Elizabeth turned to follow her, already bracing herself.

      She did not look back at him.

      And he did not call after her.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      She moved through the halls of Pemberley like a ghost.

      Not in silence—she was no specter—but with the kind of poise that carried its own gravity. Mrs. Guthrie. That was how Mrs. Reynolds had introduced her, and how Georgiana’s nurse had introduced herself in return: “Mrs. Elizabeth Guthrie, at your service.”

      Darcy had flinched, imperceptibly, at the name.

      She wore it well. As if she had never been Elizabeth Bennet, never stood in this house with flushed cheeks and bright eyes, laughing softly as she admired the gardens. That girl was gone. What remained was a woman in black, calm and composed, as difficult to read as she was impossible to ignore.

      He had not known what he expected when he asked the Alstons to send someone.

      Certainly not her.

      But once he saw her at the threshold—once the shock settled into something quieter, heavier—he found he could not send her away. Not with Georgiana unwell. Not when Elizabeth—Mrs. Guthrie—had already come.

      She had said nothing personal. No questions. No accusations. If she was surprised by the coincidence, she gave no sign. She accepted the room offered, reviewed Georgiana’s care instructions with a clinical calm, and requested her own copy of the physician’s notes.

      That was three days ago.

      Now, Darcy stood just outside Georgiana’s chamber, watching through a narrow opening in the door as Mrs. Guthrie pressed a cool cloth to his sister’s forehead.

      Georgiana looked pale still, but not feverish. Her cough had lessened. She was eating, if not much. The physician had confirmed what the Alstons had feared: inflammation in the lungs, likely pleurisy. It would pass with care and time. But that time would be measured in weeks, perhaps longer.

      And Elizabeth⁠—

      No. Mrs. Guthrie.

      She worked in silence. No fussing. No performative sweetness. Her touch was gentle, but firm. She adjusted Georgiana’s pillows, helped her sip broth, wiped her mouth, and set the bowl aside with an efficiency that belied the tenderness in her movements.

      He knew her hands once. He had imagined them in his.

      Not like this.
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        * * *

      

      Later, he found her in the hallway, speaking quietly to Mrs. Reynolds about linen deliveries and a more suitable kettle for Georgiana’s room. She was wearing a plain black gown, her hair pinned simply. There was no ornament, no sparkle. And yet he could not look away.

      “Mrs. Guthrie,” he said when they crossed paths near the stairwell.

      She paused, nodding. “Mr. Darcy.”

      “How is she today?”

      “Resting. Her appetite has improved. I believe she may be able to sit up tomorrow, if the weather remains mild.”

      “Good,” he said. Then, softer: “Thank you.”

      She studied him—only for a moment. “There’s no need. I’m employed. This is my duty.”

      The words landed like a stone in his chest.

      He wanted to ask more—wanted to ask how she had come to this work, what widowhood had taken from her, whether
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