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      I arrived at Pemberley beneath a sky so mild and orderly that it seemed to promise nothing but ease. The house stood precisely as I remembered it from my earlier visit: composed, dignified, and possessed of that quiet confidence which does not demand admiration, yet receives it all the same. Its pale stone façade caught the afternoon light with an even grace, and the surrounding lawns lay smooth and green, sloping away toward the river as though shaped by long habit rather than design. If danger had been abroad, it had chosen an ill moment to declare itself.

      Georgiana Darcy came down the steps to meet me before I had properly descended from the carriage. Her greeting was warm, her manner affectionate, and her delight at my arrival entirely sincere. She looked well—perhaps a little paler than I recalled, but smiling, composed, and eager to escort me indoors.

      “I am so glad you have come,” she said, taking my hand. “Pemberley has been far too serious of late, and I am quite in need of friendly impertinence.”

      “I shall endeavor not to disappoint,” I replied, though even as I spoke I became aware of a peculiar stillness about us. Not silence—there were the sound of birds, of gravel underfoot, of voices somewhere within the house—but a restraint, as though the estate were holding its breath.

      Inside, everything appeared in its proper place. The great hall was cool and airy, the floors polished to a soft gleam, the portraits gazing down with their accustomed indifference. And yet, as we proceeded farther into the house, I noticed that several doors stood ajar. A footman crossed our path and bowed, but lingered an instant too long, as though uncertain whether to proceed or retreat. When Georgiana addressed him with a simple inquiry, he answered politely enough, yet with a hesitation that struck me as unnecessary.

      It is not my habit to imagine mysteries where none exist. I have always believed that most oddities, when examined closely, prove to be no more than human foolishness. Still, there was a faint sense of displacement that followed me from room to room, like a draft where no window stood open.

      “You have guests, I see,” I remarked lightly, when we passed a small group of gentlemen conversing near the entrance to the east corridor.

      “Yes,” Georgiana said. “My brother thought it prudent to open the grounds more freely this season. Pemberley attracts interest whether we encourage it or not, and he prefers openness to speculation.”

      Her tone was perfectly reasonable. Yet as we passed, I observed that one of the gentlemen allowed his gaze to stray beyond Georgiana and myself, toward the corridor that led to the family apartments. His interest lingered there, not idle, not curious in the manner of one admiring architecture, but attentive—calculating.

      I told myself I was being fanciful.

      Tea was laid in the drawing room, where the windows stood open upon the lawns. Georgiana spoke with animation of the gardens, of the improvements her brother had undertaken, of the pleasure she took in walking the grounds at all hours. Yet when I asked whether she had been riding lately, she paused before answering.

      “Not as often as I should like,” she said at last, smiling. “There have been… interruptions.”

      Before I could inquire further, a maid entered to replenish the tea tray. She set the cups down carefully, her movements precise, but when Georgiana asked after a missing volume of music, the maid seemed confused, gave an inquiring scan of the room, and then replied that she would happily inquire.

      It was nothing, of course. Yet it accumulated—these small pauses, these guarded looks—until I could not help but feel that Pemberley, for all its serenity, was not entirely at ease with itself.

      Later, as we walked together through the gardens, Georgiana’s spirits appeared to revive. The sun was lowering, and she spoke with greater freedom than she had indoors. We wandered toward a stand of trees near the south lawn, where the air was cooler and the view less open.

      “I am glad you came,” she said again, more softly. “You always see things clearly, Miss Elizabeth.”

      “I see them as they present themselves,” I replied. “Which is not always the same thing.”

      She laughed at that, and smiled brightly, but then it turned to more of a thoughtful gaze into the distance. After a moment, she added, “Did you know, there are some who believe Pemberley guards more than land and stone?”

      I turned to her, intrigued. “I have heard whispers, but nothing very specific.”

      “Oh, it is quite fanciful is it not? Like something from a story,” she said with a wave of her hand. “An old family story. We Darcys are said to have hidden a treasure somewhere upon the estate—though no one can quite agree what it is, or where it lies.”

      “A treasure?” I repeated. “I had thought Pemberley itself sufficient.”

      She smiled, but there was something deliberate in the way she did so. “Some things,” she said lightly, “are not meant to be obvious.”

      I was about to tease her further when I became aware of footsteps upon the gravel behind us. Two gentlemen were strolling at a distance that might be considered accidental, yet their pace adjusted subtly to ours. When we slowed, they slowed. When we resumed, so did they.

      Georgiana did not appear to notice. Or if she did, she chose not to acknowledge it.

      “Indeed,” I said carefully, “one hears all manner of legends attached to old houses. Hidden staircases, concealed chambers—ghosts, if one is particularly fanciful.”

      She laughed again, but this time the sound was thinner. “Oh, Pemberley has no ghosts,” she said. “It simply keeps its own counsel.”

      I glanced at her more closely and thought I detected a strain beneath her composure. Her fingers, clasped before her, twisted together and then stilled.

      “Do these stories trouble you?” I asked.

      “No,” she said at once. Too quickly. “I find them diverting.”

      Yet her gaze drifted away from me, toward the house, where several windows caught the light like watchful eyes.

      We turned back at last, and the gentlemen behind us diverted their path as well, peeling away toward another walk with what might have been perfect nonchalance. Still, the impression lingered.
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      That evening, as I was shown to my room, I noticed that one of the smaller side passages stood open. I recalled it as a private way, seldom used, and paused before it without quite knowing why. The corridor beyond was dim, the air cooler, and I had the distinct impression of having interrupted something—not a person, but an absence.

      The housemaid assigned to me appeared at my elbow with a start.

      “Is there something you require, miss?” she asked.

      “No,” I said. “Only curiosity.”

      She smiled, but it was a careful smile, and she closed the door with more haste than was strictly necessary.

      When at last I was alone, I sat by the window and looked out over the darkening grounds. Pemberley lay quiet beneath the gathering dusk, every line and shadow as it should be. 

      Still, I could not rid myself of the feeling that the house was not merely sheltering those within it, but watching them—measuring them—guarding something unseen.

      Georgiana’s laughter echoed faintly in my mind, too light to be entirely easy.

      Whatever treasure Pemberley was said to keep, I suspected it was not gold that demanded such vigilance—but something far more easily lost.
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      I have never believed Pemberley to be a place that invites legend. It is handsome, certainly, and ancient enough to have accumulated a respectable history, but its virtues are of a practical sort—good stone, good land, and a continuity of care that discourages extravagance. If there were stories attached to it, they were the sort that arise naturally wherever generations have lived and died without incident: half-remembered anecdotes, family jokes repeated until they acquire the weight of myth.

      The so-called treasure of Pemberley belonged firmly to this category, and I had long since learned to treat it accordingly. My father had done so before me. If the house guarded anything, it was good sense.

      It was therefore with little concern that I had permitted a wider circle of visitors this season. Pemberley draws interest whether one invites it or not; it seemed to me preferable to openness over speculation. Guests who stroll openly through the grounds are less likely to invent wonders than those kept at a distance. At least, that had been my reasoning.

      I spent the morning seeing to the usual matters—confirming accommodations, ensuring that the tenants who had come to petition were received promptly, and answering questions about the grounds that ranged from sensible to absurd. All was conducted with proper order, and if I noted a certain liveliness of interest among some visitors, I attributed it to novelty rather than design.

      It was Miss Elizabeth Bennet who first made me doubt the sufficiency of that explanation.

      She had joined us only the previous day, yet already she observed Pemberley with a clarity that struck me afresh. I have always known her to be perceptive; it is among her more interesting qualities. Still, I was unprepared for the degree to which I found myself attending to her impressions, measuring my own conclusions against them.

      “She watches,” Elizabeth said to me quietly, as we paused near the edge of the rose walk, “as though she expects the house to answer her.”

      I followed her gaze—not toward any person, but toward the line of windows along the south front. Nothing stirred there.

      “You imagine intention where there is only habit,” I replied, though without my usual certainty.

      “Habit is precisely what allows intention to hide,” she said, with that slight lift of her brow which always suggests she enjoys the argument more than the answer.

      I did not pursue it. Instead, I proposed a walk through the gardens, both to enjoy the morning and to give Georgiana the air she seemed to require. My sister joined us readily, her spirits lighter than they had been indoors, though I could not entirely miss the restraint that still clung to her manner.

      We took the path that curves along the eastern lawn, where the hedges are lower and the view opens gradually rather than at once. Georgiana spoke of the spring planting, of her hope that the long walk might be restored to its former condition. Elizabeth listened
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