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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The death of Lady Catherine de Bourgh had cast Rosings Park into a hush so deep it felt unnatural. Even the birds, which usually sang with such entitlement in the elms beyond the morning room, seemed to withhold their song—as if nature itself was unsure of how to proceed without her.

      Elizabeth Bennet sat beside the nursery window with Leo curled up in her lap, one small fist wrapped tightly in the folds of her gown. His breath rose and fell in the soft rhythm of sleep, his lashes dark against cheeks still flushed from his afternoon romp in the garden. The scent of crushed lavender clung to his curls.

      “Sweet boy,” she whispered, brushing a strand of hair from his forehead.

      He stirred but did not wake.

      Lady Catherine had named him Leo. There had been no christening, no announcement in the papers, no grand declarations. Simply a name spoken to the staff the morning after the mother apparently died in childbirth, and the quiet directive that Miss Elizabeth Bennet would take over his care.

      No one had asked who the mother was. And no one dared ask who the father had been.

      It had been over three years since then, and though Elizabeth had pieced together her own suspicions, Lady Catherine had never once claimed the boy was Anne’s—nor had she denied it. The household, left to their own assumptions, believed what was easiest to believe. Anne de Bourgh had been cloistered for months prior. The child had her slightness, her fragility.

      But Elizabeth had seen Leo’s eyes. Rich hazel, flecked with gold—mischievous, warm. She had never once seen such life in Anne’s gaze.

      The clock on the mantel ticked too loudly in the quiet. Somewhere below, a door shut too sharply, followed by hurried footsteps. The house was still operating on instinct, the staff adrift without direction. With Lady Catherine gone, there was no one left to command or restrain. No written will had been discovered, and no heir had yet arrived.

      And Elizabeth, governess though she was, found herself now the only steady presence for the one person in the house who had no voice at all.

      Leo shifted again and murmured, “Lizzy?”

      “Yes, darling,” she said, her voice low.

      “Is the mean lady gone?”

      Her throat tightened. “Yes,” she said after a moment. “She’s gone.”

      Leo said nothing more, just nestled his head against her chest, his small body warm and heavy. She held him there, savoring the rare stillness.

      A knock at the nursery door broke the moment. Elizabeth gently eased Leo back onto his cot, where he promptly rolled over and clutched his wooden lion—his favorite, and the namesake of the boy himself.

      “Come in,” she said.

      Carter entered, looking grayer than usual, his cravat undone. He bowed faintly. “Miss Bennet.”

      “Mr. Carter.”

      “The household awaits instructions.”

      Elizabeth raised her brows. “Mine?”

      “There’s no one else,” he replied simply. “The staff are unnerved. Without a formal will or family present, the estate is in limbo. We’ve sent word to the solicitor, and to Mr. Darcy.”

      Elizabeth stood, smoothing her skirts. “When was the last correspondence with Mr. Darcy?”

      “Two months ago. Lady Catherine complained of his neglect. Whether he will come now remains to be seen.”

      “He will come,” she said quietly. “He must.”

      Carter gave a short nod. “One more thing, miss. I found a letter in her bedchamber. It’s addressed to Mr. Darcy—sealed.”

      He reached into his coat and handed it to her. The wax was the familiar deep red Lady Catherine favored, the initials C.d.B. pressed into it with precision. Elizabeth’s fingers closed around the missive.

      “I’ll see that it reaches him.”

      “As you wish.” Carter paused. “And the boy?”

      Elizabeth’s gaze drifted toward Leo’s sleeping form. “He remains under my care.”

      “As far as the staff are concerned, he was Lady Catherine’s grandson.”

      “And as far as the law is concerned?”

      “That depends on what Mr. Darcy has to say.”

      Carter bowed and withdrew.

      Elizabeth lingered, staring down at the sealed letter in her hands. She should not read it—she knew that. But the weight of it, the finality of it, felt like a stone against her ribs.

      She set it aside on the mantel.

      Out the window, the grounds of Rosings shimmered in the soft light of early evening. The magic hour, her mother would have called it, back in those girlish days when Elizabeth believed every good thing could be restored by the turn of the sun.

      Now, she stood in a crumbling empire of silence and secrets, with a child she could not claim and a man she had not seen in years on his way to reclaim what was never hers.

      She crossed the room, crouched beside the cot, and tucked the lion back beneath Leo’s arm. He stirred, yawned, and whispered her name again.

      “Lizzy?”

      “Yes, love?”

      “Will we be all right now?”

      She smoothed his hair and kissed his brow.

      “I hope so,” she said. “Truly—I hope so.”
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      Rosings had not changed, and yet it felt entirely unfamiliar.

      As Fitzwilliam Darcy stepped down from his carriage and looked up at the looming façade of the estate, he was struck not by sorrow, but by silence. The great stone pillars still framed the entry as imperiously as ever, but the paint had begun to peel. The ironwork on the balcony was tinged with rust. A place once obsessed with appearances had grown shabby in its mourning.

      Or perhaps, Darcy thought, it had simply revealed its true self.

      “Mr. Darcy.” Carter bowed stiffly at the top of the steps, the years etched deep into his face. “We are grateful you’ve come.”

      He nodded. “When did she pass?”

      “Two nights ago. In her sleep.”

      Darcy withheld his reaction. Lady Catherine had not been kind, and her final years had, by all accounts, only deepened her certainty that she alone held the moral compass of Kent. Still, she had been family, and once—long ago—he had even entertained the notion of pleasing her.

      “Has a physician seen the body?”

      “Yes. Everything was in order. There was no will.”

      That gave him pause. “None?”

      “None that we’ve found. No instructions. Only a sealed letter—addressed to you.”

      Carter produced it with reverence, the seal still intact. Darcy tucked it away for later. “What of the household?”

      “Disoriented. Miss de Bourgh has been gone these three years, and without Lady Catherine, they do not know whom to follow.”

      “Then they will follow me,” Darcy said, more sharply than he intended.

      Carter inclined his head. “Of course.”

      Inside, the air was heavy with dust and unease. The staff moved quietly, eyes averted, as though they feared to be the next buried. Darcy took no pleasure in surveying the state of the house. He had not set foot in it since Anne’s funeral. Three years, and not once had he returned.

      He had not wanted to see Elizabeth.

      But now she was here.

      He’d heard of it through a secondhand letter from Colonel Fitzwilliam—“Miss Bennet has taken a position at Rosings as governess to a child”—and he had read the words three times before understanding them. It had struck him like a blow: she had returned to the place where everything had broken.

      And now he was here too.

      “Mr. Darcy.” Carter’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “There is the matter of the child.”

      Darcy closed his eyes briefly. “Leo.”

      “Yes. He has been in the nursery since infancy. Lady Catherine named him herself after the mother died. But she never said whose child he was, only that he belonged at Rosings.”

      “Does he carry a surname?”

      “No, sir.”

      Darcy opened his eyes. “Then what, precisely, has been assumed?”

      Carter shifted. “The staff believe he is Anne’s. She had been in seclusion the year before she died. There are letters that suggest she may have been with child. But there is no birth record. No evidence.”

      “And what of Elizabeth?”

      “She has raised him. Cared for him as her own.”

      Darcy turned away, jaw set.

      He had imagined this place a hundred different ways over the years. A place that might have been his had he chosen differently. A life that might have been shared, had he said more—or less. But of all the fates he imagined for Elizabeth Bennet, he had never pictured her in service, living in Lady Catherine’s house, tending a nameless child.

      He could still recall her refusal. Her fire. The hurt in her eyes when she’d turned him away. But what he remembered most vividly was the silence after she was gone. She had taken something from him when she left—something irreplaceable—and he had no one but himself to blame.

      And now she was here. With a child not her own. In a house that had never welcomed her.

      He turned back to Carter. “Until more is known, I will see to Leo’s care. Assign funds from the estate for his needs and continue Miss Bennet’s salary. But he is not to be spoken of as a Darcy. He is not my heir.”

      “Of course.”

      “I will call him my ward,” Darcy added. “No more, no less.”

      Carter nodded. “Very good, sir.”

      “And tell Miss Bennet I will speak with her tomorrow morning. In the library.”

      Carter’s mouth twitched. “Very good, sir.”

      When he was alone, Darcy stood before the hearth in the great drawing room, his hands behind his back, staring into the cold grate. A fire had not been lit in some time. No warmth remained in the stones.

      He pulled Lady Catherine’s letter from his coat and weighed it in his palm, but he made no move to break the seal. Not yet. He was not ready to hear what she’d say from beyond the grave.

      Instead, his thoughts drifted again to Elizabeth.

      She had refused him once, and he had deserved it. But now, here they both were—older, worn, and bound to this place by a child with no name and no claim. Rosings was hers now as much as his.

      And somehow, in that bitter symmetry, there was something like hope.
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