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          ELIZABETH - TEN YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      The night air was sharp with winter’s edge, seeping through the cracks of the old assembly hall. Elizabeth stepped into the anteroom, tugging at the edge of her gloves to hide the tremor in her hands. The crush of the ball had become too much—the swirl of bodies, the clamor of laughter, the heat. She needed air. Space. A moment alone.

      The flickering light of a single candle revealed a worn settee and a heavy curtain pulled partway across the tall windows. Frost kissed the panes, and the scent of evergreens wafted in from the garlands strung outside. She crossed to the window and pressed her hand to the cold glass, steadying her breath.

      “Miss Bennet.”

      She spun, heart leaping.

      Mr. Darcy stood in the doorway, his tall frame framed by the corridor’s light, his eyes dark and searching. His hair, disordered from dancing, fell slightly across his brow. For a heartbeat, neither of them moved.

      “You followed me,” she said, her voice catching.

      He stepped inside, closing the door with a quiet click. “I did.”

      Her pulse roared in her ears. “Why?”

      He hesitated, his face a study in conflict. His eyes dropped to her mouth. “I do not know.”

      She almost laughed—almost. But the air between them had turned electric, crackling with something far more dangerous than amusement.

      He moved closer.

      She should have stepped back. Should have reminded herself of his arrogance, his disdain, the countless ways he’d insulted her family. But when he reached for her hand, she let him take it.

      “Elizabeth,” he whispered, her name like a confession. His breath warmed the space between them.

      And then he kissed her.

      The world fell silent.

      His lips were tentative at first, as though asking permission he could not voice. But the kiss deepened swiftly—urgent, unpracticed, hungry. His gloved hand cupped her cheek, his thumb trembling as it swept her skin. She tasted winter, and longing, and something so fierce it frightened her.

      She kissed him back.

      When they parted, breathless, the enormity of what they’d done settled like a stone in her chest.

      The door rattled.

      Voices—Caroline Bingley’s sharp tone, drifting down the corridor. Darcy’s eyes widened; he caught Elizabeth’s hand and pulled her behind the heavy curtain just as the door creaked open.

      Caroline’s footsteps clicked across the floor. “Mr. Darcy?” she called, her voice sly, probing. “I thought I saw you slip away.”

      Elizabeth’s heart pounded wildly as Darcy’s breath feathered across her temple. His grip on her hand was iron.

      After what felt like an eternity, Caroline’s steps retreated, the door closing behind her with a decisive thud.

      They remained hidden a moment longer, neither daring to speak.

      When they emerged, the space between them felt changed forever.

      “Miss Bennet—” he began, his voice raw.

      But she shook her head, fear and exhilaration warring within her. Before he could finish, she turned and fled, skirts whispering over the floor.

      In the days that followed, she waited for a letter, a message, anything.

      None came.

      And the kiss that might have been the start of everything became, instead, the wound she carried alone.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The morning light glinted off the frost lining Longbourn’s hedgerows, pale and sharp as old regrets. Elizabeth stood by the drawing room window, steam rising from the teacup clasped in her hands, and watched as the first coach of the day rattled past on the lane beyond. The hush of winter made every sound seem louder—the creak of wheels, the caw of distant rooks, the beat of her own restless heart.

      Ten years.

      Ten years since a kiss she could not forget.

      Ten years since silence fell where words should have followed.

      She set the cup down, her hands trembling slightly, and braced them against the window ledge. The garden lay sleeping beneath a thin crust of ice; the withered remains of roses and foxglove rattled softly in the breeze. In spring, the beds would bloom again—if they survived the season’s cruel grip. How like a heart that had frozen once and dared not thaw.

      Ten years ago, the promise of life had felt endless. She’d danced beneath chandeliers, laughed in bright company, and believed every dawn might bring something extraordinary. Then she had kissed Fitzwilliam Darcy—against all reason, all propriety—and watched him vanish into silence.

      Elizabeth had never told anyone about that night.

      She’d nearly confessed to Jane, once—words trembling on her tongue in the hush of their shared bedroom, shadows dancing across the ceiling. But the shame had sealed her lips. How could she admit she’d given herself so recklessly? That she’d waited weeks for a letter that never came? That she’d believed herself special, only to discover she’d been a passing fancy?

      In the years since, she had taught herself to turn that pain into steel.

      She had become more than the second Bennet daughter with a lively wit; she had carved out a place of her own in Hertfordshire, earning respect as a writer of essays and social commentary published under a pseudonym in The Hertfordshire Register. The first time she’d seen her words in print, she’d wept with a joy so sharp it hurt. It was proof that her voice mattered, even if her heart had not.

      She moved from the window to the hearth, stoking the dying fire until it flared. The warmth bit at her chilled skin. She watched the flames dance and tried to imagine what Mr. Darcy might look like now. Older, certainly—he would be nearly thirty-eight. Grayer? Harsher? Or perhaps, she thought with an unbidden pang, he had grown kinder with time.

      What would she say if they met again? Would she greet him with icy composure, or would the old anger and hurt rush forth in a flood she could not control?

      The house around her began to stir as the morning aged. She heard her mother’s shrill voice rising from the breakfast parlor, lamenting the price of coal and the lack of callers. Kitty’s giggle floated down the hall, a sound as familiar as the ticking of the old clock on the landing. Even after all these years, Longbourn was a place of fraying comforts—still held together by habit and hope.

      She moved to the writing desk in the corner, its surface worn smooth by years of her father’s letters and ledgers. Pulling a fresh sheet of paper from the drawer, she dipped her pen in ink and began drafting a column on the season’s first frost and its lessons in resilience. Her words came in swift strokes:

      
        
        We endure the cold because spring will follow. We bear the silence because someday, a voice may answer.

      

      

      She paused, the tip of her pen hovering. How often had she tried to teach herself that truth? How often had she wondered if Darcy’s silence was punishment for her own foolishness—or if it had been cowardice on his part? She had thought she’d stopped caring long ago. And yet the ache returned like a bruise beneath old scars.

      The door creaked open. Her father entered, spectacles perched on his nose, a small stack of letters in his hand.

      “Morning, Lizzy,” he said, his voice warm with the affection he rarely put into words. “Your mother is in a mood, I’m afraid.”

      Elizabeth smiled faintly. “When is she not?”

      He chuckled, then rifled through the letters. “One for you, my dear.” He placed a single missive on the desk before her. “From your sister, I presume.”

      She reached for it, recognizing Jane’s elegant hand before she touched the seal. The familiar rush of comfort eased the knot in her chest—Jane, sweet Jane, always steady, always gentle.

      She opened the letter carefully, the scent of lavender rising from the paper.

      
        
        My dearest Lizzy,

        I hope you are well and the winter has not proven too harsh at Longbourn. Bingley and I are in good health, though the children are determined to catch every sniffle Derbyshire offers…

      

      

      Elizabeth smiled as she read of Jane’s children—how the twins had learned to recite nursery rhymes and how little Thomas had discovered a talent for climbing things he ought not.

      But then her eyes caught a line that made her heart stutter:

      
        
        I hear Mr. Darcy has returned to Hertfordshire on a matter of family estate. I thought you might wish to know…

      

      

      Her hands froze.

      She read it again, pulse leaping.

      Mr. Darcy has returned.

      Ten years of carefully built composure began to crack. She stood abruptly, the chair legs scraping against the wooden floor. The letter fluttered to the ground, forgotten.

      Darcy.

      Here.

      Now.

      The memories she’d worked so hard to keep buried erupted: his mouth on hers, the way his gloved hand had cradled her face, the sound of her name whispered like a prayer. The searing joy. The raw confusion. The silence that followed.

      The weeks of waiting.

      The endless disappointment.

      “Lizzy?” her father’s voice came, low and uncertain. “Are you unwell?”

      She turned, realizing he was still in the room, concern etching lines deeper into his kind face.

      “I… I am quite well, Papa,” she said, though her voice sounded distant, thin. “Only… startled by Jane’s news.”

      “News?” he asked, but she shook her head.

      “Nothing to trouble you,” she said quickly, kneeling to retrieve the letter. She tucked it back into its envelope with careful precision. “Only a reminder that the past is never quite finished with us.”

      He regarded her with a sharpness that belied his usual easy manner. “If this concerns that young man⁠—”

      “It does not,” she lied, her tone gentle but firm. “Please, think nothing of it.”

      He hesitated, then sighed. “As you wish, my dear.”

      He left the room, footsteps fading down the hall.

      Elizabeth exhaled shakily, lowering herself into the chair once more. The cold seeped through her skirt, and she wrapped her arms around herself as if to hold in the pieces threatening to shatter.

      Why have you returned? she wondered.

      Was it chance or intention? Was he here to stir old wounds? Or had he come to make amends? Did he even remember that night? Did he remember her?

      The idea that he might not was a fresh, sharp agony.

      She forced herself to stand again, to move, to do something. She crossed to the hearth, added another log to the fire, and watched it catch. The flames roared to life, heat washing over her face.

      Ten years had changed her.

      She was no longer the girl who dreamed of grand love in the corners of assembly rooms. She had learned how to survive disappointment, how to build her own identity, how to wield her mind like a blade. She had become a woman who could face the world unflinching.

      And yet… she was afraid.

      Afraid of seeing him again. Afraid of what it might awaken. Afraid of what it might end.

      She moved back to her desk and pulled her journal from the drawer—a small, leather-bound book nearly filled with thoughts she would never share. She opened to a fresh page and dipped her pen once more.

      
        
        He is here. And I do not know if I wish to see him or to never cross his path again. My heart whispers one truth, but my pride demands another.

      

      

      She paused, the words hanging heavy in the hush of the room.

      A knock startled her. Hill’s voice came through the door: “Miss Lizzy, breakfast is ready.”

      Elizabeth closed the journal with a decisive snap. “Thank you, Mrs. Hill. I shall come presently.”

      She rose, smoothing her skirts, and caught sight of herself in the looking glass. Her hair had come loose from its pins; her eyes looked too bright, too alive. She fixed the stray curls, willing calm into her reflection.

      “Elizabeth Bennet,” she told herself softly. “You survived his silence. You can survive his presence.”

      She stepped into the corridor, shoulders squared.

      For better or worse, the past
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