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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      The morning he returned to England, the skies over Dover were grey, bloated with mist and the threat of rain. Fitzwilliam Darcy stood on the deck of the small private cutter that had carried him across the Channel, his coat soaked through and his thoughts no drier.

      He did not look back at France.

      There was nothing behind him he wished to see again—no ballrooms cloaked in wine-stained velvet, no clubs thick with laughter and ash, no women who whispered false praise against his throat. He had shed that version of himself the moment the letter had arrived. The moment the seal cracked and the words inside undid him.

      
        
        Richard is dead. Shot in a duel in Vienna. There will be an inquiry, but the matter seems to have been honour-related. Georgiana is now entirely in your care.

      

      

      The sea air stung his eyes, and still, he did not blink.

      By the time the cutter reached the pier, Darcy had rehearsed a hundred different apologies to his cousin’s memory, none of which he could utter aloud. The man who had once jested that Darcy would die unloved, buried with his ledgers, was now the one buried. And Darcy—rake, reprobate, rogue—was the one left behind, expected to become guardian, example, and master.

      It was a cruel twist of fate. But then, fate had always taken pleasure in exposing his weaknesses.
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        * * *

      

      The carriage met him in Dover and bore him straight to London, where the windows of Darcy House were already draped in black. Inside, the rooms were quiet, save for the ticking of the longcase clock in the hall. Even the footmen seemed to tread with reverence.

      He spent only a single day in Town. One day to settle the estate papers, one day to pen three letters: one to Colonel Fitzwilliam’s grieving father; one to Mr. Avery, the family solicitor; and one to Mrs. Annesley, Georgiana’s trusted chaperone.

      In that letter, he had given only one instruction.

      
        
        Find her a companion who will make her feel safe again. Someone clever, kind-hearted, and firm enough to stand up to her when she’s wrong. Someone young enough to understand her. Someone unlike me.

      

      

      When he arrived at Pemberley three days later, he found Georgiana pale and drawn, her smile all but vanished. Mrs. Annesley greeted him in the library with an expression of gentle caution.

      “I’ve found someone,” she said quietly. “I believe she will be good for Georgiana.”

      He gave a tired nod, scarcely interested in particulars.

      “She is to arrive by week’s end.”

      “I trust your judgment,” he said, though trust was not something he gave easily anymore.

      He dismissed the housekeeper, poured himself a brandy he did not drink, and sat down in his father’s chair, surrounded by ledgers he had once ignored in favour of scandal.

      The silence in the room throbbed like a wound.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Darcy roamed the halls of Pemberley alone, candle in hand, his shadow stretching long along the panelled walls. Every room was familiar—every rug, every painting, every shuttered window—but it all felt subtly changed, like an echo heard from underwater.

      He paused before a portrait of himself and Richard, painted nearly a decade prior. They stood side by side, young and proud in their regimentals. Richard’s smirk was plain, his posture unrepentantly careless. Darcy’s expression, even then, had been stern.

      “You always said I took life too seriously,” he murmured to the painting. “And now I must take it even more seriously still.”

      He moved on before his throat could tighten.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, the companion arrived.

      Darcy was in the drawing room reviewing household accounts when the butler entered and announced her name with infuriating clarity.

      “Miss Elizabeth Bennet of Longbourn.”

      The name landed like a blow.

      Darcy looked up slowly, every inch of him stiffening. “Did you say—Miss Bennet?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He stood, unwilling to believe it, and stepped into the hall just as the front doors were being closed behind her. There she stood, bonnet slightly askew, cheeks flushed from the autumn wind, skirts travel-worn—but her eyes bright and utterly undiminished by the journey. As if nothing in the world could unsettle her.

      Elizabeth Bennet.

      The most maddening, cheerful, impertinent woman he had ever met.

      She curtsied with a smile so warm it could melt a glacier—and Darcy, for the first time in weeks, felt cold in his own skin.

      “Mr. Darcy,” she said, as though greeting an old friend instead of an old adversary. “How very good to see you again.”

      Darcy stared at her in silence.

      In his mind, he had imagined a governess—meek, deferential, easily ignored.

      Instead, he had been sent her.

      The temptation he had spent two years trying to forget.

      He gave the briefest bow possible.

      “Miss Bennet. This must be… a mistake.”

      Her eyes sparkled. “If it is, it is a most fortuitous one. I assure you, I shall endeavor to make myself useful—though I suspect your sister is far easier company than her brother.”

      A jest. Already.

      Darcy turned to the butler. “Have her things taken to the east wing.”

      Then, to her: “You may speak with Georgiana after she finishes her studies.”

      He did not wait for her reply. He walked away, spine like steel.

      Behind him, he heard her murmur, “Well then. So much for warm welcomes.”

      And though he would never admit it aloud, her voice lingered long after she had fallen silent.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth had often imagined the grandeur of Pemberley. What girl of her acquaintance had not? It was spoken of in reverent tones throughout Meryton and mentioned in nearly every letter from Miss Bingley back when Jane’s courtship had still seemed promising. Even Aunt Gardiner, no romantic by nature, had once sighed and said, “They say it is the most beautiful estate in Derbyshire. If one must marry a man of marble, he should at least come with a view.”

      She had not expected, however, to see it under such circumstances—arriving alone, companion to a grieving girl and subject to the hospitality of a man who had once insulted her so deeply that she could still recall the precise cut of the words.

      Not handsome enough to tempt me.

      That memory rose unbidden as she stepped through the great doors of Pemberley, her boots echoing against the marble floor. She had been trying very hard to forget it—had succeeded, mostly—but now here he was again, as imposing and unreadable as ever.

      And just as cold.

      He had not smiled, had barely greeted her, and had walked away without offering so much as a proper tour or an introduction to the household. His voice was as curt as she remembered. His eyes—still dark and intense—seemed to look through her rather than at her.

      So be it.

      Elizabeth had no intention of being intimidated by Mr. Darcy, no matter how many ledgers he held in his long, gloved hands or how many grooms bowed as he passed. She had come for Georgiana. And Georgiana, at least, had greeted her with quiet civility and a hopeful little smile.
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        * * *

      

      Mrs. Reynolds showed her to the east wing, a warm corner of the house overlooking the gardens, and Elizabeth allowed herself a private breath. Her room was surprisingly cheerful—modestly furnished but with bright embroidered pillows, and a window that opened onto a small stone balcony thick with ivy.

      Unpacking her trunk, she found Jane’s most recent letter tucked between her gowns.

      
        
        You will do very well, Lizzy. Mr. Darcy may glower, but you have always been skilled at softening sharp things—Father’s temper, Mama’s nerves, Mary’s pride. You may yet warm even him.

      

      

      Elizabeth smiled faintly. She could practically hear Jane’s gentle voice, feel her steadying hand on her shoulder.

      “Well, Jane,” she whispered, setting the letter down, “I suspect you overestimate my powers. But we shall see.”
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        * * *

      

      Her first meeting with Georgiana was awkward, though not unpleasant. The girl was lovely—fair-haired and fine-featured like her brother, but with an anxious cast to her eyes. They sat together in the music room, and Elizabeth asked polite questions about her studies, her reading, her interests. Georgiana responded in monosyllables at first, but brightened when Elizabeth spoke of her own sisters and their family’s muddled attempts at harmony.

      “I used to be too shy to speak in company,” Georgiana admitted, cheeks pinking. “Richard always teased me for it.”

      “I find,” Elizabeth said, lowering her voice conspiratorially, “that most people in company are too loud. A soft voice is often the wisest in the room.”

      That earned her a true smile. A small one, but genuine.

      Progress.
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        * * *

      

      She did not see Mr. Darcy again until supper.

      He entered the dining room precisely on time, nodded once, and sat at the head of the table as though carved into the chair itself. Georgiana sat to his right, Elizabeth to his left. The table was absurdly long for three people, and the footmen moved in reverent silence, placing dishes neither sister nor brother touched with any enthusiasm.

      Darcy did not speak for some time. Elizabeth, undeterred, turned to Georgiana.

      “I hope tomorrow you’ll show me the conservatory. I glimpsed it from the corridor and was nearly tempted to stray off course. Such restraint is not often my virtue, I must admit.”

      “I would love to,” Georgiana said, casting a nervous glance at her brother.

      Darcy looked up at last. “My sister is recovering from a season of difficulty. I hope you will not overwhelm her with too much—conversation.”

      Elizabeth met his gaze evenly. “I assure you, Mr. Darcy, I only overwhelm when provoked.”

      A sharp silence followed. Then—very softly—Georgiana stifled a laugh.

      Darcy’s jaw tightened.

      Elizabeth returned to her soup, entirely without remorse.
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        * * *

      

      Later, in the hallway outside the drawing room, Mrs. Annesley drew Elizabeth aside.

      “I know he seems cold,” she said gently. “But he loved his cousin dearly. Colonel Fitzwilliam was… his better self, in many ways.”

      “I see.”

      “And Mr. Darcy has always taken grief as he takes everything else. Quietly. Alone. Like stone weathering rain.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “I was not sent here to chisel him into something else. I came to help Georgiana.”

      “I know,” said Mrs. Annesley. “But sometimes—when one is helping the young—it becomes necessary to reach the old as well.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, Elizabeth sat on the little balcony outside her chamber and gazed up at the stars. Pemberley was still and silent beneath the October sky, but there was something vibrant in its bones. Something restless.

      She would not retreat. Not from him, not from this place.

      It might be cold stone now, but stone could warm.

      If given the right hands.
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