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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The road to Pemberley twisted through a tangle of autumn-burnt trees, their limbs stretched overhead like bony hands clasped in prayer. The rain had stopped an hour earlier, but the carriage wheels still hissed through the wet gravel, flinging pale mud up onto the steps and lower panels. Elizabeth kept one gloved hand braced against the window frame, her eyes scanning the mist-softened landscape beyond.

      She had not wanted to come.

      And yet—she had.

      Longbourn was no longer a place of ease, not with her father’s health failing, the estate entailed elsewhere, and debts pressing in with every letter her mother refused to open. When Aunt Gardiner wrote to say that Georgiana Darcy sought a quiet, respectable lady to serve as companion for the winter months, the offer had been modest—but timely.

      Elizabeth had accepted within the week.

      She had not asked whether Mr. Darcy himself had approved the arrangement. She suspected he had not.

      The last time she had seen Fitzwilliam Darcy, he had stood in the parlor at Hunsford, his pride wounded and his voice taut with rejection. That he would now allow her into his home was… curious.

      The carriage creaked to a stop.

      Elizabeth stepped down into the damp, cool air and turned to face the house.

      Pemberley.

      She had heard its name spoken with reverence. Its reputation, like its master’s, was formidable—quietly grand, ancient, and without indulgence. And yet the sight of it startled her.

      It looked older now than she had imagined. Ivy crept up the stone façade like scars that had been allowed to grow unchecked. The windows were dark, some half-shuttered, and the garden path was lined not with clipped hedges, but with wild tangles of greenery beginning to lose their leaves.

      Still, it was beautiful.

      And lonely.

      A footman led her up the front steps and into a hall where all sound seemed to vanish. She removed her gloves and bonnet slowly, her gaze tracing the curve of the staircase, the soft gleam of the floor, the portraits lined in solemn watchfulness along the walls.

      Georgiana Darcy appeared moments later, her pale features lit by the kind of sincere warmth Elizabeth had rarely seen in her.

      “Miss Bennet,” she said, extending her hand. “Thank you for coming.”

      Elizabeth curtseyed. “It is I who must thank you, Miss Darcy.”

      Georgiana smiled shyly. “Please—Georgiana, while you are with us. I hope… I hope you will not find Pemberley too dull. My brother is still recovering, and we have not entertained visitors for many months.”

      Recovering.

      Elizabeth had heard whispers, of course—an accident, a fall from a horse, something about the face. She had not asked for details.

      She did not need to.

      His absence said enough.

      “Will I see him?” she asked gently.

      Georgiana hesitated. “Not today. He keeps to himself. But I believe he is… curious to see you.”

      The word sent a strange shiver down Elizabeth’s spine. Curious. Not welcoming. Not pleased. Not even forgiving.

      Just… curious.

      Georgiana led her through the corridor to the room that would be hers—a quiet chamber overlooking the eastern garden. The windows fogged with the chill, but she could just make out the shadowed tops of hedges below, gone unruly.

      Once alone, Elizabeth unpacked slowly, her fingers brushing the spine of the single volume she had brought: Cowper’s letters. She held it a moment, then placed it on the writing desk.

      The rain began again as dusk fell.

      She stood by the window and looked out at the garden, the overgrown path twisting toward the edge of the woods.

      She had not seen him. Not yet.

      But she could feel him here.

      In the silence. In the ivy. and the ache that settled, unspoken, in every wall.

      And she knew, with certainty she could not explain, that Pemberley, like its master, had once been something beautiful.

      And had since closed its doors to the world.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      He watched from behind the curtain.

      Not a proud stance, not for a Darcy of Pemberley, but dignity had become a fragile thing these days, and he found he had little left to spend on appearances. The library window gave him a clear view of the carriage as it rattled to a halt at the front steps.

      She stepped down lightly, just as he remembered her. A bit more solemn, perhaps. Less quick to smile. But her eyes were the same—wide, intelligent, ever searching.

      He let the curtain fall.

      So she had come.

      He had not expected her to accept Georgiana’s invitation, though he had permitted it. Begrudgingly. Silently. With the kind of passive consent that made him feel at once ashamed and relieved. He had not written to her. Had not sent word beyond the terms of the employment.

      Companion. Temporary. Modest remuneration. No expectation of social obligation.

      No mention of him.

      Darcy turned from the window and faced the hearth, where the fire sputtered against the damp chill. He had taken to sitting alone in this room more often than not. The study was too formal; the music room too haunted by silence. But the library—still lined with every volume he had collected since his youth—offered a place where he could pretend, if only for a few hours, that he was still the man he had once been.

      The man before the fall.

      His right hand curled into a fist at the memory. The horse. The rain. The flash of hooves and stone and pain. And afterward—the raw, sickening realization that half his face had been torn away.

      The surgeons had done what they could. The scar ran from his brow to the line of his jaw, a raised welt of rough skin that no amount of healing could disguise. He did not wear a patch. He refused it. But he rarely allowed himself to be seen outside of Pemberley, and almost never by those who had known him before.

      And now Elizabeth Bennet was in his house.

      He had not spoken her name aloud in over a year.

      Her refusal at Hunsford still echoed sometimes in his sleep—not in the words, but in the way she had looked at him. As though she saw everything he was, and found him wanting. He had deserved it then, he supposed. He had been proud. Condescending. Dismissive of her family, her station, her spirit.

      But oh, how he had loved her.

      Still loved her.

      He pressed his fingers against his temple, the skin there thinner now, more sensitive to touch. He did not recognize the man in the mirror most days. He doubted she would either.

      Footsteps sounded faintly in the corridor.

      Georgiana’s voice floated past the door, soft and welcoming.

      Darcy closed his eyes.

      She would be here for weeks. Maybe longer, if Georgiana had her way. Elizabeth would walk these halls, laugh in the music room, breathe life into the air he had let grow stale.

      He ought to send her away.

      He would not.

      Instead, he moved to the desk, pulled out a sheet of parchment, and stared at it for a long while.

      Then, slowly, deliberately, he wrote a single line of poetry at the top:

      “We are all ruined things, made whole only by the grace of being seen.”

      He did not know if the line was Cowper, or something he had only imagined once, long ago, when her laughter had filled a drawing room in Kent.

      But it was the truth.

      And for now, it was enough.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The days at Pemberley were quiet.

      Not oppressive, exactly—but subdued in a way that suggested the house itself had taken on its master’s disposition: solemn, self-contained, and deeply private.

      Elizabeth spent her mornings walking with Georgiana, who was soft-spoken but no longer shy. In fact, her openness surprised Elizabeth—particularly when she laughed, which she did more freely than Elizabeth remembered. Georgiana had grown taller, more elegant, but still carried the same sweet watchfulness that had endeared her during that long-ago summer in Derbyshire.

      Afternoons were spent reading or writing letters, tending the fire, or walking the outer paths of the garden, which was in need of pruning but not entirely neglected. The roses had mostly died back, leaving a tangle of thorns and hips. Ivy curled freely along the stone walls, and some of the hedgerows had grown too wide for the paths.

      It was all so nearly beautiful.

      And then there was him.

      She had not seen Darcy. Not in full.

      A shadow on the stairs. A closed door. Once, a low voice in the next room, quiet but unmistakable.

      He was avoiding her.

      Elizabeth tried to tell herself she was relieved. Their last meeting had not ended kindly. Though she had long since softened her view of him—particularly after his intervention with Lydia—there remained between them a tension that had not faded with time. It was something sharp, unsaid. And the knowledge of his accident, of whatever injury had driven him into seclusion, made it more complicated still.

      And yet, she felt him.

      As if the house had stored him in its bones. A scent on a wool coat hanging near the front door. A volume left open on the library table, with penciled notes in the margin in a hand she remembered from Rosings.

      She should not have read them. But she had.

      
        
        The art of restraint is not the absence of desire, but the discipline to bear it in silence.

      

      

      She had stared at that line for far too long.

      That evening, Elizabeth sat in the music room with Georgiana, the fire crackling low and the windows streaked with rain. Georgiana played softly—simple pieces, soothing. Elizabeth turned the pages of a book she wasn’t reading.

      “I believe he was pleased you came,” Georgiana said after a long silence.

      Elizabeth looked up. “Your brother?”

      A small nod.

      “I have not seen him.”

      Georgiana hesitated, her hands stilling on the keys. “He is… different now. He was always reserved, but after the accident…” She stopped herself, glancing down. “He won’t thank me for speaking of it.”

      “I understand,” Elizabeth said gently.

      A pause.

      “He’s not unkind,” Georgiana went on. “Only uncertain. He thinks himself…” she caught herself again, then finished with a sad little shrug, “…unpresentable.”

      Elizabeth’s breath caught.

      She closed the book in her lap, suddenly unable to read even the title.

      “I do not pity him,” she said quietly.

      “I know.” Georgiana gave her a small
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