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      The sky above Derbyshire darkened with ominous haste, as though nature herself had grown weary of restraint. Clouds, low and leaden, rolled over the hills in heavy procession, obscuring even the noble outline of Pemberley’s eastern rise. Fitzwilliam Darcy, muffled in his greatcoat and hunched against the wind, urged his mount to a steadier pace. Rain was inevitable, and he was not inclined to be caught in it unnecessarily.

      His journey had begun at daybreak with the intention of returning to Pemberley before nightfall, following an unremarkable meeting with his steward in Kettering. The business had been routine—repairs to tenant cottages, the purchase of winter stores—but Darcy had been anxious to return home. He could not name the reason precisely, only that the air felt ill-tempered, the day ill-fated. Such fancies he usually ignored, but today they clung to him like mist upon the shoulder.

      The road ahead twisted sharply where the wood encroached upon its border, and just as Darcy rounded the bend, a sight arrested both his horse and his thoughts: the broken remnants of a carriage lay across the rutted path, one wheel entirely sheared off, its axle snapped like bone. The chestnut team stood hobbled but intact, their flanks quivering beneath the rain that now fell in earnest. Darcy dismounted at once.

      "Hallo!" he called, voice raised above the wind. "Is anyone injured?"

      Silence answered. He approached with caution, eyes scanning for movement. The interior of the carriage yawned open at a precarious angle, one door torn from its hinges. A lady’s slipper lay in the mud, the delicate silk entirely ruined. Darcy hastened forward, heart tightening in his chest. As he peered into the dim recess, he saw her.

      A woman, motionless.

      Her bonnet had slipped, revealing dark, rain-slick curls plastered to her forehead. Her dress—modest, travel-worn—was stained at the hem and torn at the sleeve. She was half-slumped against the ruined upholstery, eyes closed, skin alarmingly pale.

      Darcy inhaled sharply. "Miss Bennet?"

      No response.

      With a swift glance around for any sign of the driver, he climbed inside, heedless of the water soaking his gloves. He pressed two fingers to her neck. A pulse, weak but steady. Relief unfurled like a breath held too long. She was alive.

      Carefully, reverently, he lifted her into his arms. Her head lolled against his shoulder, lips slightly parted, her breath warm against his cravat. Though he had once dreamt of holding her thus, there was no triumph in it now—only urgency, and the terrible weight of her vulnerability.

      He mounted again with her cradled before him, and turned his horse toward Pemberley.
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        * * *

      

      The physician arrived at the great house not an hour later, summoned by a breathless footman and met with uncustomary haste by Mr. Darcy himself. The storm battered the windows with increasing fury as Elizabeth was carried upstairs to the blue chamber, chosen for its warmth and quiet.

      Dr. Reeves examined her with a solemnity that Darcy had learned to distrust. Too much calm bespoke unpleasant truths. He stood silent at the hearth, arms folded tightly across his chest.

      At last, the physician straightened.

      "She has suffered a blow to the head. It is no wonder she has not yet awoken. There is swelling, but it is not irreparable. She may rouse within hours, or days—though I must warn you, Mr. Darcy, that when she does... she may not recall what came before."

      Darcy stiffened. "You mean⁠—"

      "Amnesia, sir. Temporary, I expect. But confusion and memory loss are not uncommon with such injuries. Familiar surroundings, calm conversation—these will aid her. I shall return in the morning."

      Darcy nodded, his mouth a grim line. He did not follow the man out.

      Instead, he sat in the chair beside Elizabeth Bennet’s bed, and watched her sleep.
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        * * *

      

      She did not awaken that night, nor the next. Georgiana, once apprised of the situation, proved a gentle companion in the interim, taking over Miss Bennet’s care when Darcy could no longer keep his vigil without rest. Mrs. Reynolds oversaw the arrangement of fresh linens and broth and fire, but it was Darcy who remained closest.

      It was on the third morning that she opened her eyes.

      Darcy was there, seated in his usual place, chin resting lightly on steepled hands.

      Her gaze fluttered to the ceiling, then to the fire, then to him. Her brow furrowed slightly.

      "Sir?"

      His breath caught.

      "Miss Bennet."

      She blinked again, as though the name struck no familiar chord. Her fingers curled around the coverlet.

      "Forgive me... do I know you?"

      He hesitated.

      And then he said, softly, resolutely: "Yes. You are at Pemberley. My name is Fitzwilliam Darcy."

      She nodded faintly. "I see."

      A pause.

      And then, with quiet, bewildered grace: "Are we... acquainted?"

      He closed his eyes briefly, then opened them with decision.

      "More than that, Miss Bennet," he said. "We are engaged to be married."

      The words settled between them like snow.

      She looked at him for a long moment.

      And then she smiled, faintly, though uncertainty lingered in her gaze.

      "Oh. Well then... I suppose I must trust you."

      Darcy bowed his head. He would not allow himself to speak again until his voice could be steady.

      But in his heart, chaos reigned.

      For what he had desired above all had come to pass... and yet not in any manner he could have imagined.

      Not in truth.

      Not in honor.

      Not yet.
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      Sunlight, pale and tentative, stole across the mullioned windows of the blue chamber, drawing golden lines across the embroidered coverlet. Elizabeth Bennet stirred beneath its weight, her brow twitching in a frown. Her limbs ached as though she had been trampled, and her head throbbed with a dull, persistent beat. When she opened her eyes, it was not fear that greeted her, but confusion, mild and slow.

      The chamber was grand—far grander than any she could recall having seen before—and quiet, save for the faint crackle of a low fire. For a long moment, she simply looked about her, absorbing the unfamiliarity of velvet drapes, the rosewood armoire, the gilded mirror above the hearth.

      She did not know where she was.

      She did not know who she was.

      The awareness crept upon her like a chill draft, unwelcome and irrevocable. Panic swelled in her chest, restrained only by the sudden sound of a door opening.

      A gentleman entered—tall, composed, dark-haired, with eyes that seemed to burn despite the gentleness of his expression. He paused upon seeing her awake, and for the briefest instant, relief made his shoulders slacken.

      "Miss Bennet," he said, with low urgency. "You are awake."

      She stared at him.

      "I beg your pardon," she said slowly. "I do not believe I know your name."

      Something flickered in his eyes—not shock, precisely, but sorrow. He crossed the room and seated himself in the chair by her bed, careful to leave distance between them.

      "My name is Fitzwilliam Darcy," he replied. "You are at Pemberley, my home."

      "Pemberley," she repeated, the word unfamiliar on her tongue.

      "You were in a carriage accident two days past. I discovered you on the road and brought you here."

      She nodded once, as if that answered some small question, though countless more lingered.

      "You say my name is Miss Bennet?"

      "Yes. Elizabeth Bennet."

      "And you know me well?"

      Darcy hesitated. He had prepared for this moment only in theory, never imagining the gravity of it until now.

      "Yes," he said at length. "Very well."

      She looked at her hands—slender, pale, unmarked—as though they might offer proof. "And do I have family?"

      "Yes. Parents. Sisters. Your eldest, Miss Jane Bennet, is married and resides in London."

      "I do not remember any of them. I do not remember myself."

      The pain in her voice pierced him. He wished he could relieve it with truth—but the truth would send her away. To Longbourn. To those who did not know how to tend to her heart.

      He rose when the physician arrived shortly thereafter. Dr. Reeves bowed to Elizabeth with professional reserve and made no remark upon her lucidity, though Darcy noted his lifted brow as he examined her.

      "There is no visible swelling now. She is fortunate. But the memory loss is as I suspected."

      "Will it return?" Darcy asked, his voice taut.

      "It may. Gradually. Familiar voices, surroundings, routines—these can awaken recollection. Above all, do not distress her. Let her believe what is comfortable."

      Darcy was silent.

      "I would advise," the physician continued, lowering his voice, "that if she trusts you, you do not trouble that bond with too much reality too swiftly."

      Elizabeth, listening through the door’s slight opening, did not catch every word, but she understood enough to feel her uncertainty deepen.

      That evening, Darcy returned to her chamber with a tray in his hands—simple fare: tea, soup, a warm roll. She looked at him not with fear but with wary gratitude.

      "Thank you, Mr. Darcy," she murmured.

      He sat again. And in that moment—with her hair undone, her voice quiet, her eyes uncertain—he could not bear to send her away. Not yet. Perhaps not ever.

      He took a breath.

      "Miss Bennet," he said. "There is more I must tell you. We are not merely acquainted."

      She looked up.

      "Before the accident, you and I... we were engaged to be married."

      Silence. The fire crackled. The teacup in her hand stilled.

      "Engaged?"

      "Yes. I had only recently spoken to your father. We had not yet announced it broadly."

      Elizabeth placed the cup down carefully, as if afraid it might shatter.

      "I do not remember accepting you."

      Darcy offered a faint smile, tinged with pain. "You had your reasons. I gave you many. But in time, you did."

      She studied his face. There was nothing in it but sincerity—a quiet ache she could not name. And, though she could not say why, she did not doubt his word.

      "Then I suppose... I must trust that I was wise in my choice."

      He bowed his head. He would not weep. He would not fall to his knees. But his heart, long silenced, surged.

      She did not love him.

      But she did not remember not loving him either.

      And for now, that must suffice.

      Outside the window, the storm clouds had broken. In their place came a shy blue sky and the scent of coming spring.

      Darcy took her hand.

      And she let him.
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