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      The candle burned low in its brass holder, its flickering flame casting long shadows across the tapestry-lined walls of Rosings Park. Elizabeth stood in the center of her chamber, her breath held tight in her chest, heart thundering so loudly she feared it might summon the very devils she meant to escape.

      Everything had been laid out for the morning—the gown, the veil, the emeralds selected by the Earl’s steward, the ivory slippers her mother had insisted upon even as Elizabeth had begged, pleaded, wept. A wedding fit for a countess, they had said, and meant it as comfort.

      But Elizabeth knew what lay behind the silks and vows. She had seen it in the Earl’s eyes—the way he had smiled too slowly, spoken too sweetly when others were near, only to turn cruel the moment they were alone. A nobleman of unblemished reputation, twice her age and thrice her cunning, who had purchased her obedience with promises whispered to her father and coin pressed into the hands of Mr. Collins.

      She had known the moment he touched her arm with too much force and too little warmth: she would not survive him. Not wholly. Not intact.

      And so she had made a plan.

      The cloak she wore belonged to her lady’s maid—plain, brown, and well-worn, smelling faintly of lavender soap and coal smoke. Her hair was braided tight and hidden beneath a cap. She had no jewels, no trousseau, not even a letter of introduction worth the ink. Just a small purse of coins tucked into her stays and a forged reference she had copied by candlelight, praying her penmanship was passable under scrutiny.

      A tap at the servants’ passage door made her jump. She turned, hand at her throat, until the door creaked open to reveal Mary.

      “You are certain?” her cousin whispered. “You shall be branded a criminal, Eliza. A fugitive. They will say you lost your mind.”

      “Perhaps I have,” Elizabeth replied softly. “But I would rather be mad and free than sane and his.”

      Mary’s face was pale in the dim light, her plain features drawn with worry. “You’ll need to be gone before the household stirs. I told the groom you were my sister, off to care for our sick aunt in the north. He will not question it—he’s a kind soul, though dim.”

      Elizabeth pressed her cousin’s hand. “You’ve done more than I had a right to ask. Thank you.”

      “You had every right,” Mary said quietly. “No woman deserves what he planned for you.”

      The words stirred something deep in Elizabeth’s chest—rage, sorrow, but above all, resolve. She wrapped the cloak tighter around herself and nodded once. “Then I must go.”

      The halls of Rosings seemed colder by moonlight, stripped of their grandeur and left only with stone and echo. Elizabeth padded softly behind Mary, down the narrow back stair and out through the kitchen gardens, where frost clung to the hedges like lace. The stable was dark, save for a lantern lit by the sleepy groom who waited beside a modest chestnut mare.

      “You’ll want to ride hard until the sun rises,” he said, scratching his beard. “She’s strong, this one. Won’t spook easily. What’s her name again?”

      Elizabeth hesitated. “Hope.”

      He chuckled. “Well, ain’t that fitting.”

      With trembling hands, she mounted, her body remembering the motion even after years away from the saddle. She looked down once more at Mary, who clutched a handkerchief like a relic.

      “You’ll write?” Mary asked.

      “If it’s safe,” Elizabeth promised. “If not—pray for me.”

      “I already do.”

      And then she turned the mare toward the road and did not look back.
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        * * *

      

      Three days later, Elizabeth stood before the wrought-iron gates of Pemberley, shivering in the morning mist.

      The journey north had been brutal—cold, wet, and merciless. She had bartered a brooch for a night’s lodging in a wayside inn, walked ten miles when her hired cart broke down, and crossed the last stretch of land with only a heel of bread to her name. But she had made it. She was no longer Lady Elizabeth. She was Miss Eliza Gardiner, governess-in-need, and this was her last hope.

      The house loomed beyond the gates like a fortress carved from golden stone, its many windows catching what little light the gray sky offered. She had heard whispers of Pemberley’s splendor in London—tales of vast libraries, terraced gardens, a family name older than the crown itself. But none had spoken of its quiet, of the way the air stilled around it like breath held too long.

      Elizabeth approached the smaller service entrance and gave her name to the steward.

      “I wrote ahead,” she said, handing over the letter of reference. “From the curate’s wife in Lambton.”

      The steward glanced over the letter. His eyes narrowed slightly—perhaps at her ink, perhaps at the oddity of a governess traveling alone—but he said nothing of it.

      “You’ll wait here,” he said gruffly, and disappeared.

      Elizabeth stood on the flagstones, trying not to fidget. Her gloves were still damp from yesterday’s rain, her boots scuffed beyond decency. She had hoped to arrive composed, confident, but instead felt every inch the runaway she was.

      The door opened again, but it was not the steward who emerged.

      It was a man.

      He stood tall, though slightly stooped, with dark hair that curled at the ends and a face carved more from endurance than beauty. He wore no cravat, only a simple waistcoat and shirtsleeves. One sleeve, she noticed, hung empty, pinned neatly at the shoulder. He regarded her with eyes the color of storm-washed slate.

      “You are the applicant?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Miss…?”

      “Gardiner,” she said. The name felt foreign still, but she kept her chin high.

      “References?” he asked, though he already held them.

      “Yes, sir.”

      He said nothing more, only turned on his heel and gestured for her to follow. She obeyed in silence, her eyes scanning the hall as they entered. The interior was elegant but subdued. No gleaming chandeliers or laughter from parlors. Just the echo of her own footsteps and the steady sound of his.

      “You’ve taught before?” he asked without turning.

      “Yes. In Kent. And Derbyshire—briefly.”

      He stopped suddenly. “You’re young.”

      “Education does not discriminate by age, Mr…?”

      “Darcy,” he said. “You’ll be governess to Miss Lilianna. Her mother is dead. I am her guardian.”

      She almost asked—Only her guardian? But something in his posture warned her away. He opened a door to a modest sitting room.

      “You may wait here. Mrs. Reynolds will see to your lodgings, if you’re accepted.”

      And with that, he left.
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        * * *

      

      Alone, Elizabeth pressed her hands to her cheeks, trying to will away the cold. Her heart still beat with the thrum of flight, of risk, but something else stirred beneath it. Not fear. Not yet.

      Curiosity.

      Mr. Darcy was not what she expected. Reclusive, yes. Bitter, perhaps. But broken? That sleeve, that gaze—he carried something with him heavier than any title.

      And Lilianna. The name echoed in her thoughts. A child, motherless, tucked inside this great stone mausoleum with only a one-armed man and a housekeeper for comfort.

      If they would have her, she would stay. She must. She had nowhere else to go.

      But more than that—something in her wanted to know what silence the walls of Pemberley were keeping.

      And why Mr. Darcy had looked at her, just once, like a man who had not meant to survive the wreckage but had.
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      Elizabeth awoke with a start, the sheets unfamiliar beneath her fingertips, the ceiling far too high and too white for the modest inns she had grown used to. For one disorienting moment, she forgot where she was—then it all came rushing back. Pemberley. Governess. Miss Eliza Gardiner.

      She sat up slowly, her body stiff from travel, and looked around the chamber. The room was plain but comfortable, with a sturdy bed, a well-worn rug, a single chair by the hearth, and a trunk that was not hers but had been kindly left for her use. The fire had burned low in the night but still gave off a gentle warmth. Someone had placed a breakfast tray on the side table: toast, tea, and a soft-boiled egg. Elizabeth had not eaten so kindly in days.

      A soft knock at the door startled her.

      She opened it to find a round, pleasant-faced woman with silvery hair neatly coiled beneath her cap.

      “Good morning, Miss Gardiner,” the woman said with a faint smile. “I am Mrs. Reynolds, the housekeeper. I do hope you found the room to your liking.”

      “It is far more than I expected,” Elizabeth said honestly.

      Mrs. Reynolds nodded, then gestured for her to follow. “Come. I’ll show you to the schoolroom. Miss Lilianna is waiting.”

      Elizabeth followed her through the house, taking in the long corridors, the high ceilings, the muffled hush that seemed to cloak Pemberley. It was a house built for grandeur, but lived in quietly now. The carpets had dulled with time, the paintings along the halls were partly veiled in dust, and the windows, though large, let in little joy.

      “Forgive me,” Elizabeth said as they walked, “but I was given to understand that Mr. Darcy was recently injured?”

      Mrs. Reynolds paused, one hand at the bannister. “A carriage accident nearly two years ago. His right arm was crushed. They removed it at the shoulder.”

      Elizabeth blinked. “Two years?”

      “He returned from London after the injury and has scarcely left the estate since. He sees to the land, the tenants… but beyond that, he avoids company.”

      Elizabeth nodded slowly. She remembered the quiet bitterness in Mr. Darcy’s gaze, the clipped way he had spoken. She had assumed the injury was recent, the grief still raw. But two years? That kind of silence did not come from fresh pain. It came from something buried.

      The schoolroom was tucked near the east wing, overlooking a frost-dappled rose garden. It was warm and well-kept, with shelves of books, a desk, and a set of windows large enough to let in the morning light. In the center of the room sat a girl of perhaps eight, dressed in a modest blue frock, her brown hair half-braided and her nose buried in a copy of The History of England.

      Mrs. Reynolds smiled. “Lilianna, dear, this is Miss Gardiner.”

      The girl looked up. Her eyes were wide and curious, ringed with thick lashes and shadowed just slightly, as
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