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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      The wind off the Channel was bitter, even in spring. Darcy stood at the edge of the cliffs, coat buttoned high, gloved hands clenched behind his back, staring down into the steel-gray waves below. Behind him, the air carried the muted shuffle of boots and the distant shout of orders—a military funeral. But Darcy could not bring himself to attend the burial itself. He had already stood at too many graves.

      The letter in his pocket weighed more than its pages. It had arrived the day before, bearing the seal of the War Office, its tone painfully formal. Captain Edward Sinclair, Darcy’s former comrade-in-arms during the Peninsula campaigns, had been killed in an ambush in Spain. In his effects was a single note, scrawled in the Captain’s hand:

      
        
        “If anything happens to me, send word to Fitzwilliam Darcy of Pemberley. He will see to her.”

      

      

      Darcy had read those words ten times, confused—until the second page was delivered. A separate letter, written by a woman’s hand. Faded, tear-stained, with a single name in bold at the top:

      Clara.

      The letter explained everything, in halting ink and aching regret. Edward had taken in the girl after her mother died—her mother, Louisa Bell, a woman Darcy had known years ago, briefly, during a posting near Portsmouth. A woman he had… shared an evening with. One evening. One mistake he never forgot.

      Clara was not Sinclair’s daughter.

      She was Darcy’s.

      Darcy had stared at the page, stunned. Clara was six years old. Her mother had died of fever when Clara was three. Sinclair had raised her as his own, out of loyalty to both Louisa and Darcy—though Darcy never knew. Until now.
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        * * *

      

      “She is already en route,” Colonel Forster had said crisply, in the War Office drawing room. “Sinclair made arrangements. The child is with a nurse, bound for Rosecombe.”

      “Rosecombe?” Darcy repeated, startled. “That estate has been closed for over a decade.”

      “You still own it,” Forster pointed out. “And it is far from town, quiet. The child will be safe there until more permanent arrangements can be made.”

      More permanent arrangements.

      As though she were a parcel. A problem to be sorted.

      Darcy had stood, jaw tight. “I will go to her.”

      “Very good,” the colonel said, raising a brow. “It is what Sinclair would have wanted.”

      No—what he expected. And what Louisa must have hoped.

      Still, Darcy could not stop thinking of Clara’s face. He had no picture, no description. She would be a stranger, born of a past he had tried to bury.

      He had once believed his legacy would be Pemberley. A name. A reputation. Now it was a child.

      And so he found himself here, on the cliffs near Rosecombe, bracing himself against more than the sea wind.
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        * * *

      

      The estate was no longer the grand place it had once been. Rosecombe had served as a hunting retreat for generations of Darcys, but it had fallen into neglect after his father’s death. The windows were shuttered, the grounds half-wild. But someone had clearly opened the house in haste—he saw light in the front parlor as he stepped down from his mount, handing the reins to a groom.

      Inside, the scent of lavender and damp stone greeted him.

      And then came the voice.

      “She’s through here.”

      Darcy turned to see a woman standing in the threshold—a tall, plain-faced matron in nurse’s uniform. She nodded once and gestured him toward the sitting room.

      Darcy entered.

      And stopped.

      She sat on a cushion before the hearth, her legs crossed like a doll’s. Her hair was dark and curling, escaping from a bright blue ribbon. She held a toy horse in one hand and a biscuit in the other. She looked up at him with eyes too wide.

      And too familiar.

      “Clara,” the nurse said gently, stepping in behind him. “This is Mr. Darcy. He’s come a long way to meet you.”

      The child stood slowly, brushing crumbs from her gown. “Hello,” she said. Her voice was shy but steady.

      Darcy opened his mouth. No words came.

      She tilted her head. “Do you like horses?”

      “I… yes,” he managed.

      “Me too,” she said. And then she smiled.

      It was not Louisa’s smile.

      It was his.
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        * * *

      

      Darcy sat before the fire long after Clara had gone to sleep. The nurse had left him a pot of tea and a fire that snapped and cracked, trying to be cheerful. He was not.

      Clara’s presence had filled the room. Her questions. Her fidgeting. Her way of studying him with quiet curiosity. There had been no tears. No fear. She had simply accepted him.

      That, somehow, was worse.

      What did she see when she looked at him? A rescuer? A stranger?

      A father?

      The word sat awkwardly in his mind.

      He had no business raising a child. He knew duty, yes. Responsibility. But tenderness? Patience? Those were skills his own father had only half-possessed—and that he had never needed until now.

      And what of society?

      What would the papers say when word spread that Fitzwilliam Darcy, Master of Pemberley, had fathered a child out of wedlock?

      He stared into the fire.

      There was only one answer.

      He would stay. At least until he could find someone suitable to care for her. A governess. A nursemaid. A woman with a gentle voice and steady hands.

      Someone who could step into the quiet chaos Clara brought into every room.

      He would not fail her.

      Not this time.

      Not again.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The stone arch of Rosecombe Manor appeared through a veil of mist as the carriage wheels groaned against the gravel drive. Elizabeth leaned forward, taking in the ivy-strangled facade, the heavy shutters, the pale gleam of early spring light that cast everything in a wash of gray and green.

      So this would be her new post.

      It was not the grandness of the house that unnerved her—though it was grand—but the silence. Houses like this had memories. Ghosts. She had lived in enough drawing rooms and corridors as a companion to know when a place had forgotten how to be lived in.

      Still, it was a position. After months of caring for ailing cousins and chasing tenuous referrals, she’d leapt at the chance to work again. The letter had said the child was recently orphaned. Lonely. In need of gentle company and routine.

      And Elizabeth Bennet knew how to provide both.

      The housekeeper greeted her at the door—a tall, narrow woman in gray wool with a face like polished marble.

      “Miss Bennet?”

      “Yes,” Elizabeth said, stepping into the foyer and catching her breath as the chill of the interior enveloped her. “It’s good to meet you.”

      The woman nodded once. “You’ll be shown to your room first. Miss Clara is at her lessons.”

      Lessons already? Good. That meant the child had structure.

      They ascended a narrow staircase. Elizabeth’s boots echoed in the silence.

      “She’s quiet,” the housekeeper said suddenly, without looking back.

      “Clara?”

      “She does not speak often. But she listens to everything.”

      Elizabeth offered a soft hum of understanding. “Some children are like that. They learn in silence.”

      “Perhaps,” came the terse reply.

      Elizabeth’s chamber was modest but clean. A writing desk, a small bed, and a window that overlooked the rear gardens. She set her satchel on the trunk at the foot of the bed and turned to the housekeeper.

      “May I see her?”

      The woman gave a single nod and led her down the hall.

      Clara sat cross-legged on the floor of a modest schoolroom, humming very softly as she arranged wooden blocks into neat lines. Her hair was dark and curling, pulled into a loose plait down her back. Her pinafore was ink-stained at the edges. At first glance, she looked no different than any other little girl Elizabeth had known.

      But when Clara looked up⁠—

      Elizabeth stopped breathing.

      Those eyes.

      There was something in them. Something familiar, though she could not say why. They were deep brown, intelligent, guarded. Elizabeth had seen that gaze once before.

      No—many times. In London. At Netherfield. In Lambton.

      The man she had once known only as Fitzwilliam Darcy.

      A chill trickled down her spine.

      “I’m Miss Bennet,” she said gently, sinking to her knees before the child. “I’ll be staying here with you for a while, if that’s all right.”

      Clara stared at her for a moment longer, then nodded. “You may,” she said quietly.

      Elizabeth smiled. “Then I am honoured.”

      They played quietly with the blocks, exchanging names of animals and favorite colors. Clara did not ask many questions, but she was sharp. When Elizabeth guessed her favorite animal correctly—fox—Clara’s entire face lit up.

      There was warmth beneath the watchfulness.

      Elizabeth felt something uncurl in her chest. A thread of connection.

      When Clara was called to tea, Elizabeth remained behind to tidy the room. She heard a door open behind her, and she turned⁠—

      —and nearly dropped the chalk tin in her hands.

      He stood in the doorway like a ghost.

      Fitzwilliam Darcy.

      Older now. Broader. His dark coat hung unbuttoned, boots dusty from the road, hair damp from the morning mist. His eyes, still that same fathomless shade of storm-sky gray, widened as they met hers.

      For one heartbeat, neither spoke.

      Then: “Miss Bennet.”

      The sound of her name in his voice jolted her. She swallowed.

      “Mr. Darcy.”

      He stepped inside, as if to confirm she was real. His expression—so carefully controlled—fractured at the edges.

      “I had no idea you had applied for the post,” he said finally.

      “I had no idea it was you who placed the notice,” she returned, her voice even.

      His jaw flexed. “I had expected someone… older.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “I’m told I’m very good with children.”

      His mouth twitched, just slightly. “I do not doubt it.”

      Silence fell again.

      “I suppose I am now in your employment,” she said lightly, though her heart thundered. “Shall we address one another as Mr. Darcy and Miss Bennet still, or must we adopt the more familiar ‘sir’ and ‘governess’?”

      His lips parted, then pressed together in a firm line.

      “No,” he said. “Mr. Darcy and Miss Bennet will do.”

      “Very well.”

      He stepped closer, folding his arms. “How have you been?”

      “A rather personal question from an employer.”

      His eyes glinted, and there it was—that heat. That stubborn, impossible warmth she remembered too well. It made her spine straighten and her breath catch all at once.

      She saw it, too, then—the trace of something haunted behind his gaze.

      Something recent.

      She softened. “I’m well. Thank you.”

      He gave a small nod. “Good.”

      More silence.

      And then: “You’ve met Clara?”

      “Yes. She’s bright.”

      “She is,” he said softly. “Too bright for me.”

      Elizabeth tilted her head. “She needs patience. Encouragement. And someone who isn’t afraid to ask what she’s thinking.”

      “Are you afraid?”

      “No,” she said. “But I think you might be.”

      That startled a quiet breath of laughter out of him, and suddenly, the sharpness between them ebbed. Not disappeared—no, it hummed beneath the surface still—but gentled.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” he said at last.

      It wasn’t romantic. Or flirtatious. But it was something. Something real.

      “So am I,” she replied. “For Clara.”

      A flicker of emotion crossed his face.

      “Yes,” he said softly. “For Clara.”

      And with that, he nodded
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