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      If ever a place possessed the power to inspire both delight and solemn reflection in equal measure, it was Pemberley.

      As our carriage crested the final rise and the house came fully into view, my breath caught not from novelty—though its grandeur would have justified such a reaction—but from recognition. I had stood upon this same ground before; I had admired the noble stone softened by ivy, the sweep of green lawn descending toward the river, the distant suggestion of moor beyond cultivated grace. Yet never had I approached it as I did now.

      Not as a visitor, not as an observer, but as a woman engaged to its master.

      I felt my mother’s animated exclamations within the carriage as something distant and indistinct, though I smiled dutifully at her enthusiasm. My father, seated opposite, watched me with a look of mild amusement that held, beneath it, a degree of understanding he rarely troubled himself to display openly. My sisters pressed to the windows. The horses slowed.

      And I steadied myself.

      I would not enter Pemberley merely as the future Mrs. Darcy in name. I would observe. I would learn. I would determine whether I possessed the steadiness such a place required.

      Mr. Darcy stood waiting upon the steps when we alighted. The sun lay warm upon the stone behind him, and though his posture remained composed, I discerned in his expression a warmth far less guarded than when first we had met in Hertfordshire. He descended at once, offering his assistance first to my mother, then to my sisters, and at last to me.

      “Miss Bennet,” he said, though the title carried a private tenderness.

      “Mr. Darcy,” I replied, equally aware of how much rested within those two simple words.

      His hand lingered the slightest fraction longer than propriety demanded as he assisted me from the carriage. It was not impropriety, but assurance.

      I was welcome here.

      Miss Darcy emerged from the doorway with gentle eagerness. Georgiana’s expression bore such unaffected sweetness that any lingering apprehension within me softened at once. She embraced me with sincerity, and I returned her affection warmly. If I were to belong at Pemberley, I would do so first as her sister.

      Introductions completed and luggage conveyed, we were conducted inside. The coolness of the entrance hall offered relief from the late afternoon sun. Light filtered through tall windows; portraits of Darcy ancestors regarded us with quiet scrutiny.

      I could not help but feel their gaze.

      This house had endured generations. It would endure after me. My role within it would not be ornamental; it would be participatory. I would one day preside over its order, its servants, its tenants’ concerns. The realization did not overwhelm me—but it settled firmly.

      During tea, conversation flowed easily. My mother’s spirits were high; Kitty’s curiosity about Derbyshire manners provided harmless amusement. Georgiana inquired gently after Longbourn and our neighbors. Mr. Darcy listened with attentive patience.

      If any tension existed, it did not reveal itself then.

      It was only as evening approached and we dressed for dinner that I perceived a subtle alteration in the atmosphere of the house. Nothing overt—no raised voices, no visible alarm. Yet when I descended the staircase, I observed two footmen exchanging a glance too swiftly suppressed. A housemaid nearly collided with a table in her distraction. Mrs. Reynolds, who greeted us in the hall, wore her customary composure—but her smile did not entirely reach her eyes.

      At dinner, the table was handsomely laid, the silver polished to brilliance. Conversation began upon agreeable subjects: the beauty of Derbyshire scenery, improvements to the north pasture, the coming harvest.

      It was my father who first inquired—lightly, and perhaps mischievously—whether the moor beyond the east ridge belonged wholly to Pemberley’s lands.

      “It does,” Mr. Darcy replied. “Though little of it is suited for cultivation. Sheep graze there in summer months.”

      “And are they hardy creatures?” my father continued.

      Mr. Darcy paused almost imperceptibly before answering. “They must be.”

      Something in his tone prompted my attention.

      Mrs. Reynolds, standing at a discreet distance, shifted her weight. A servant carrying wine hesitated before stepping forward.

      It was Georgiana who spoke next, her voice low. “There has been some… disturbance among the outer tenants.”

      My mother straightened at once. “Disturbance? Of what sort?”

      Mr. Darcy offered a composed smile. “Nothing of consequence, I assure you. A small matter of livestock.”

      The phrase should have sufficed. Yet the servant pouring wine spilled a single drop upon the cloth. His hand trembled.

      I glanced toward him; he withdrew quickly.

      My father arched a brow. “Foxes, perhaps?”

      “Perhaps,” Mr. Darcy replied.

      But I observed that no one elaborated further.

      The remainder of the meal proceeded pleasantly, though I could not entirely dismiss the undercurrent I had detected. Conversation resumed its comfortable cadence. Georgiana played pianoforte for us afterward in the drawing room, her performance delicate and accomplished. Yet even as music filled the air, I noticed the servants stationed near the doorway leaning subtly toward one another in whispered exchange.

      It was not hysteria. It was vigilance.

      Later, when the household had retired and the corridors lay quiet, I found myself unable to sleep. The evening air felt unusually close, though the windows stood partially open. I rose and crossed the chamber, parting the curtains.

      The grounds stretched silver beneath moonlight. The river glimmered faintly. Beyond the cultivated lawns, the land darkened toward the moor—a rolling expanse indistinct beneath shadow.

      I had admired that view once for its wildness.

      Now I regarded it with a more attentive eye.

      For several moments, all was still.

      Then it came.

      A sound—not sharp, not brief, but long and resonant—rolled across the landscape.

      It was a howl.

      Not the ordinary bark of a farm dog. Not the cry of a fox. This note carried depth, carrying upon the wind in such a manner that it seemed both distant and near.

      I stood frozen.

      The sound lingered, echoing faintly against stone and water before dissolving into silence.

      From somewhere within the house below, I heard a door open. Soft footsteps hurried across the hall. A murmur—hushed, urgent.

      Another howl answered the first.

      Lower. Closer.

      I withdrew from the window and stepped into the corridor. A candle flickered at the far end where two maids stood pressed together.

      “It is only the wind,” one whispered, though her voice betrayed her uncertainty.

      “No wind sounds thus,” the other replied. She touched the small cross at her throat and made a hurried gesture of protection.

      I approached them calmly. “You need not distress yourselves. Derbyshire winds are fond of dramatics.”

      They curtsied at once. “Yes, Miss Bennet.”

      Yet as I passed, I heard the faintest murmur:

      “The Darcy Hound…”

      I paused.

      “Pardon me?” I asked gently.

      The elder maid flushed. “Forgive me, ma’am. Only foolish talk.”

      “What talk?”

      She hesitated, glancing toward the stair. “Some say… long ago… there was a hound upon these moors. A sign of misfortune.”

      “Nonsense,” I said lightly. “Every estate of sufficient age acquires a legend or two. It does not follow that the legends acquire truth.”

      The maid nodded quickly, though her eyes remained wide.

      I returned to my chamber but did not immediately close the door. From below came the faint murmur of male voices—measured, restrained. I suspected Mr. Darcy was already awake and addressing whatever disturbance required attention.

      A curse. A phantom hound. Livestock.

      The fragments arranged themselves imperfectly in my thoughts.

      Superstition thrives where explanation is absent. And explanations always existed.

      Yet I could not entirely dismiss the sensation that the house itself listened.

      The portraits in the hall had seemed dignified; now I wondered how many generations had stood beneath this roof while rumors took root among servants and tenants alike. Fear, left unchallenged, spreads with a tenacity no beast could equal.

      I returned at last to the window.

      The moor lay quiet once more.

      If something prowled there, it did not reveal itself.

      I felt no tremor of terror—only focus. Whatever sound had carried upon the night air, whatever whispers circulated below stairs, they would not govern Pemberley.

      Not while I stood within its walls.

      If I were to become its mistress, I would do so not by indulging shadow, but by dispelling it.

      The house deserved steadiness.

      And steadiness, I was determined, it would have.
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      I had slept poorly, and not solely because the house had been unsettled by that long, unnatural sound upon the moor.

      Even before the first howl reached Pemberley’s walls, my mind had been in restless motion, set into it by Elizabeth’s presence beneath my roof. I had expected satisfaction, and I had found it; yet I had also discovered a species of vigilance I had not anticipated. A man may invite the woman he loves into his home with every intention of ease and welcome, and still feel, with uncomfortable clarity, how much of himself is now exposed to her observation.

      That is, I believe, one of the first lessons of love: it does not merely increase one’s happiness; it increases one’s accountability.

      When morning came, I was dressed and downstairs before the household was fully roused. The air in the great hall possessed its usual cool stillness, yet the servants moved with cautious attention, as if expecting misfortune to enter by the very door. Mrs. Reynolds greeted me with professional composure, but I saw at once that she had not slept well either.

      “Good morning, sir,” she said. “There is… a gentleman from the tenants who requests a word.”

      “Please, bring him to my study,” I replied.

      I did not ask which tenant. I already suspected.

      The outer lands, those nearest the moor’s rise and the old pass, had been uneasy for several nights. Reports had reached me in fragments—livestock disturbed, a shepherd refusing to take his flock to a favored grazing, a cart delayed. I had attributed much of it to rumor and the natural tendency of rural minds to embroider every disturbance into a portent.

      Still, rumor does not halt deliveries.

      In my study, the fire had been laid but not lit. The morning light fell pale across the desk and its papers. I had barely taken my seat before Mr. Hurst—one of my longest-standing tenants, a man with weathered hands and a frankness earned through years of honest labor—was shown in.

      He entered with his cap in his hands and his shoulders drawn tight, as if he had been bracing himself against wind even indoors.

      “Mr. Darcy,” he said, and bowed stiffly.

      “Mr. Hurst. Sit down, if you please. You were sent to me with some urgency.”

      He did not sit at once. He stood as if he feared that, once settled, he might not rise with the same steadiness.

      “It’s the ram, sir,” he said at last. “The prize one. The one you saw at Michaelmas.”

      My chest tightened. “What has occurred?”

      “Found him at first light. Down near the old path—by the gorse, where the ground dips. He’s… he’s mauled, sir.”

      I watched him carefully. This was not a man given to exaggeration. His distress was not theatrical; it was practical and pained.

      “Mauled by what?” I asked.

      He swallowed. “The folk say it’s the hound. The one they whisper about
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