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      The sea air at Brighton possessed a character entirely its own—sharp, bracing, and tinged with salt in a manner that seemed at once invigorating and faintly wild. I drew it deeply into my lungs as our carriage came to a halt before the modest but well-situated lodgings Mr. Darcy had secured for our stay. Though I had seen fine houses and admired the cultivated beauty of Pemberley, there was something in the restless movement of the sea, in its endless conversation with the shore, that stirred a different sort of delight within me.

      I turned toward my husband as the footman lowered the steps. “I believe,” I said, unable to prevent the small smile that claimed me, “that I shall very soon grow quite immoderately fond of this place.”

      Mr. Darcy’s expression softened as he assisted me down, his hand firm and steady beneath mine. “I had hoped as much,” he replied. “It is not Hertfordshire, nor Derbyshire, but it may yet prove agreeable.”

      “Agreeable?” I repeated, casting my gaze toward the distant stretch of water, where the horizon blurred into a pale and uncertain sky. “Sir, it is already more than that.”

      He followed the direction of my glance, and though his manner remained composed, I felt rather than saw the quiet satisfaction in him. “Then I am content,” he said simply.

      We had arrived not long after a storm had passed through the coast, and its effects were evident even from the rise upon which we stood. The shoreline bore the marks of recent violence—driftwood strewn in careless abundance, seaweed tangled in dark heaps, the small stones that the beach was composed of were arranged in lines as though the sea had taken liberties in its shaping.

      I could not help but feel drawn toward it.

      “Do not go too far this evening,” Darcy said, his tone mild yet edged with gentle caution, as though he anticipated my thoughts before I had fully formed them.

      “I shall only walk,” I returned, lifting my chin with a hint of playful defiance. “You cannot deny me that.”

      His mouth curved faintly. “I would not attempt it.”

      With that assurance—whether given or taken—I set off not long after, my steps guided less by intention than by instinct. The wind had quieted since the storm’s passing, but it retained a restless quality, tugging at my bonnet ribbons and urging me onward. The beach stretched before me in a wide expanse of pale sand, broken by the dark scars left by the retreating tide.

      The sea itself seemed in no hurry to reclaim what it had disturbed.

      I walked slowly at first, taking in the altered landscape. There was a peculiar stillness to it, as though the shore were pausing after its upheaval, uncertain of its own arrangement. Fragments of wood worn smooth by water, shells half-buried and glistening faintly, and occasional stones that appeared too sharp, too angular, to have been shaped by the sea alone.

      It was one such formation that drew my attention at last.

      I had nearly passed it by, mistaking it for yet another heap of storm-cast debris, when something in its appearance arrested me. The bedrock itself had been completely exposed in a long deep shelf that reached from the shore to the water. I could tell that a significant amount of sand that had until recently completely covered them had been washed away in the storm revealing large strange rocks piled against the shelf. The rocks—if rocks they could be called—were not rounded nor softened, as I had observed others to be, but jagged, irregular, and oddly placed. They sat in a cluster that seemed almost deliberate, as though arranged rather than naturally occurring.

      I slowed, my steps faltering as curiosity asserted itself.

      “That is not right,” I murmured aloud, though no one was near enough to hear me.

      I approached with caution, my boots slipping slightly on the rocks as I drew closer. The tide had retreated sufficiently to expose more of the formation than might otherwise have been visible, and I could see now that the stones varied in color and composition—some were black and pitch with a shiny quality, I had only read about in books, some were pale, none consistent with the surrounding beach.

      I crouched, brushing aside a loose layer of small pebbles with my gloved hand. They shifted easily, revealing more of the surface beneath. It was firm—unnaturally so—and as I cleared away another handful, I began to discern edges where there ought to have been none.

      A strange sensation took hold of me then, a mingling of excitement and unease.

      It was not merely that the rocks did not belong; it was that they seemed to conceal.

      I glanced once over my shoulder, though I could not have said precisely what I expected to see. The beach remained quiet, the distant line of houses small and unobtrusive against the sky. I was alone.

      Satisfied—if not entirely at ease—I turned back to my task.

      Setting aside propriety for the moment, I knelt fully, heedless of the dampness that threatened to seep through my skirts. With both hands now engaged, I began to brush away the stones more deliberately. Each motion revealed a little more—a gleam of something metallic, a glint that caught the muted light and refused to be dismissed as imagination.

      My breath quickened.

      Carefully, I pressed my fingers between two large rocks and I could only just touch the edge of it. I removed my glove so my slender fingers could more easily reach it, I slowly loosened it with patient movements. The object resisted at first, held fast by the weight of the rocks holding it in place, but as I persisted it finally yielded as I was able to pinch its edge.

      It came free into my hand with an almost reluctant motion.

      For a moment, I did not move. I simply looked.

      It was a coin—of that there could be no doubt—but unlike any I had seen in common circulation. It was larger, heavier, and its surface bore markings worn by years, yet still discernible. I turned it slowly between my fingers, brushing away the last traces of grit.

      The metal caught the light, revealing a warm, unmistakable gleam.

      Gold.

      I felt the word before I allowed myself to think it.

      My heart began to beat with a force that seemed disproportionate to the quiet of my surroundings. I examined the coin more closely, noting the faint impression of a crest or emblem—foreign, I thought, though I could not at once name it. The edges were irregular.

      I drew in a steadying breath, my gaze lifting instinctively back to the formation of rocks at the base of the bedrock shelf. What I had first taken for a curiosity now appeared in an entirely different light. If one coin lay hidden beneath the stones, might there not be more?

      The thought was as thrilling as it was dangerous, I quickly brushed away other pebbles near me, hoping to see another familiar glint. I was able to reveal other small pieces of worn metal but unfortunately no more gold.

      I closed my fingers around the coin, its weight pressing into my palm with a solidity that grounded me even as my thoughts began to race. It would be the simplest matter to return at once, to place it before Darcy and invite his judgment. He would know more than I—of its origin, its value, its implications.

      Yet something within me resisted that immediate course.

      Not from distrust, nor from any desire to conceal the matter entirely, but from a sudden, insistent wish to understand just a little more before surrendering the mystery to explanation. The discovery had been mine—born of chance, of curiosity, of a willingness to look where others had not—and I found myself reluctant to relinquish that small claim too quickly, I wished to simply enjoy the moment for myself.

      “I shall tell him,” I said softly as I pulled my glove back on, as though to reassure my own conscience. “But not yet.”

      I sat for what felt like an eternity upon the exposed rock, looking out toward the water and imagining what could possibly have happened so long ago in this very spot. The wind shifted, carrying with it the faint sound of the sea’s return. The tide would not remain at its distance forever.

      I rose, brushing the grit from my skirts, though I could not entirely remove the evidence of my exertion. The coin remained concealed within my gloved hand, its presence both comforting and provocative.

      Before departing, I cast one last look at the large pile of strange rocks and bedrock painting out like a finger toward the sea.

      I smiled as I admired the sheer power the tides have in revealing secrets—silent, unassuming, and yet no longer innocent of meaning. Whatever lay beneath the stones had survived storms, tides, and the passage of years unseen as they had endured, piled high and wide against the shelf. That it should reveal itself now, and to me, felt less of an accident and more of an invitation.

      I turned at last and began the walk back toward our lodgings, my pace measured, my expression—so far as I could manage—composed.

      Yet beneath that composure, my thoughts churned with curious intensity.

      For I knew, with a certainty that admitted no doubt, that I had not merely found a coin.

      I had found the beginning of something.
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      I was still engaged with my correspondence when Elizabeth entered, though I had, in truth, written little of consequence for the last quarter hour. The sea air, which had so animated her spirits, had rendered me less industrious than I might otherwise have been, and I found my thoughts returning with persistent regularity to the image of her walking alone along the shore.

      When the door opened, I looked up at once.

      She did not immediately speak.

      There was something in her manner—a contained energy, a brightness not entirely accounted for by a simple walk—that drew my full attention. She removed her gloves with deliberate care, though I observed that her fingers lingered slightly within them, as if reluctant to relinquish whatever they concealed.

      “Elizabeth,” I said, setting aside my quill. “You have been gone for quite a while my dear.”

      “Yet, I have returned,” she replied simply, and though her tone was composed, there was an undercurrent to it that I could not mistake. She crossed the room toward me, her gaze fixed upon mine with a steadiness that invited inquiry.

      I rose without conscious thought.

      “You have found something,” I said.

      Her lips curved, not in amusement, but in acknowledgment. “I have something to show you.”

      She extended her hand then, turning her palm upward. For a brief moment, her fingers remained closed, and I saw the faintest tightening at their tips, as though she weighed, even now, the act of revelation.

      Then she opened them
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