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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 was returning.

      And she would meet it head-on.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      The road to Hertfordshire had never felt longer.

      Darcy’s carriage rumbled through the muddy lanes, wheels slipping in patches where the frost had not yet given way to thaw. He shifted on the seat, restless, the familiar weight of old regrets pressing heavier with every mile. Outside, bare trees passed in silent procession, skeletal branches reaching for a colorless sky. The winter light fell cold through the window, pale and unkind.

      He could not remember a time when he had dreaded a journey more.

      He had told himself the trip was necessary—a duty to his late cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam, who had left a small property in Meryton tangled in legal complexities. But the truth was not so simple. He could have sent a steward. He could have managed everything by correspondence. Yet he had come himself.

      Because of her.

      Elizabeth Bennet.

      The name was a wound and a balm, both. He had carried it through a decade of hollow company, loveless marriage, and nights staring at ceilings too grand and too empty. He had spoken it aloud only once, in the days after Georgiana asked why he never smiled the way he used to. He had answered with a single word: Elizabeth. The sound had filled the room with ghosts.

      The carriage shuddered over a rut, jostling him back into the present. He rubbed his gloved thumb along his palm, tracing the thin scar that still marred his right hand—a relic of a drunken fall during his darkest months. His wife had died three years ago, taken by fever before they could ever pretend to care for each other. Their union had been a shield for them both: for him, from the memory of a kiss he could not forget; for her, from whispers about her own indiscretions. Neither had found joy. Only convenience.

      When she died, he felt no grief—only a bleak emptiness, as though life’s final punishment was proving he could feel nothing at all.

      Until the day he heard Elizabeth’s name again.

      He had run into Bingley at a club in London, where the man spoke with warm pride of his wife, Jane, and their growing family in Derbyshire. Bingley had mentioned, offhand, how Elizabeth still lived at Longbourn, how she had become something of a local figure, writing columns admired even in Town.

      The words had lodged in Darcy’s chest like a thorn.

      He had returned to Pemberley that night and stood before the cold hearth until dawn, the memories unspooling: the assembly room, the anteroom, her parted lips. The fierce light in her eyes when they argued, the softness of her sigh when he kissed her.

      The days after, spent trying to write an apology he could not send.

      The letter he had sealed, addressed—and never delivered.

      His failure.

      His cowardice.

      The coach rolled to a halt outside the George Inn in Meryton, jolting him once more from memory. The driver opened the door with a creak, letting in a gust of air so cold it cut straight through his coat. Darcy descended carefully, stretching stiff legs as he scanned the small market square. Shops were shuttered against the morning chill, but here and there smoke curled from chimneys. The village looked unchanged from his youth—and yet, somehow, smaller. Quieter.

      Less forgiving.

      He handed his coat and gloves to the inn’s boy, who scurried away to prepare his room. A footman followed with a trunk, the clatter of boots on cobblestone loud in the hush. Darcy felt the eyes of a passing stablehand linger on him—perhaps recognizing him, perhaps only noting the fine carriage.

      He ignored it, turning to face the square fully.

      Longbourn was only a mile or so beyond the village.

      She was there.

      His chest tightened, sharp and sudden.

      He entered the inn’s parlor, requesting tea and a small fire. The room smelled of damp wood and faint ale, the air stale from nights of patrons hiding from the cold. He settled into the high-backed chair near the hearth and rested his elbows on his knees.

      He could leave now, he thought. Depart before word of his arrival spread. Spare them both the discomfort. Spare himself the humiliation.

      But even as the thought formed, he dismissed it.

      He had come to Hertfordshire because he needed to see her. Needed to know if the woman he had hurt beyond measure could look at him again—and if she did, whether it would be with hatred or something softer.

      He poured a cup of tea with hands steadier than he felt.

      She deserved his apology. Even if she rejected it. Especially if she rejected it.

      He drank in silence, the warmth doing nothing to ease the cold that had settled in his bones. The memories returned unbidden: her laugh during the dance at Netherfield, her eyes flashing when they argued in Rosings’ parlor, the hesitant wonder of that single kiss.

      A kiss he had stolen.

      A kiss he had abandoned.

      He recalled the days that followed: his own panic, the terror of discovery by Caroline Bingley, the shame of realizing how rashly he had acted. He had tried to write—God, how he had tried. Night after night he penned drafts, each one more hollow than the last, until finally he poured his heart onto paper: confessing his regret, his desire, his certainty that he had wronged her. He sealed the letter with his signet and swore to deliver it.

      But when the moment came, he could not.

      He watched her from afar, hoping for a glance, a sign, anything—but every time he approached, he saw her bright head bent away, her laughter offered to someone else. His pride, brittle and false, convinced him she had already moved on. That his letter would seem pathetic, desperate.

      So he kept it.

      A coward’s act.

      He had thought the ache would fade.

      It never had.

      Footsteps in the hall pulled him back to the present. The innkeeper’s wife bustled in with a fresh pot of tea and a plate of buttered toast. She glanced at him curiously, eyes catching on the fine cloth of his coat before flicking away.

      “Will you be staying long, sir?” she asked, polite but wary.

      “A week,” he answered. “Perhaps longer, if business demands it.”

      She bobbed a curtsey and left him alone once more.

      He sat back, the steam from his tea fogging the small window beside him. Outside, the market began to stir: carts rolled over cobbles, merchants opened shutters, a dog barked. He wondered if Elizabeth ever came to Meryton now, if she walked these streets with the same quick steps he once admired.

      He wondered if she still thought of him at all.

      Darcy reached into his breast pocket and withdrew the old letter—creased, faded, edges worn. The seal had cracked long ago. He unfolded it slowly, eyes tracing the lines he could recite by heart:

      
        
        Elizabeth,

        I fear I have wronged you beyond forgiveness. That night, I lost myself in something I did not understand. I let pride and terror steal my words. I beg you believe I never meant to hurt you…

      

      

      He stopped, throat tight.

      The words felt foreign and familiar at once—ghosts of a man he barely recognized, yet whose heart still beat within him.

      He folded the letter and replaced it carefully.

      He could not rewrite the past.

      But he could face it.

      A knock came at the parlor door. His steward, Parker, entered with a respectful bow. “Mr. Darcy, the papers are prepared for your signature regarding Colonel Fitzwilliam’s estate. Longbourn’s solicitor awaits your call.”

      Darcy rose, adjusting his coat with a deliberate calm. “Very good. I shall see him today.”

      “Will you require the carriage?” Parker asked.

      “No,” Darcy said. “I will walk.”

      Parker’s eyebrows rose slightly, but he nodded.

      Darcy stepped into the hall, pulling on his gloves with quiet precision. The cold air struck him as he emerged into the street, bracing, clarifying.

      Every footstep toward Longbourn felt heavier than the last.

      He passed the small shops he remembered from his youth: the milliner’s with its faded awning, the bakery that once scented the square with cinnamon and butter. Each familiar landmark felt altered by time—and by absence.

      When the path left Meryton behind, Darcy paused to breathe, the fields opening before him in a quiet winter sprawl. Frost clung to hedgerows. The horizon was a line of pale blue, softened by a rising mist.

      Somewhere beyond that mist lay Longbourn.

      And Elizabeth.

      The urge to turn back rose like a tide. He could imagine his life perfectly without this confrontation: a quiet return to Pemberley, the safety of silence, the comfort of solitude. But comfort had become a prison.

      He kept walking.

      As the hedgerows gave way to open pasture, memories came faster: the glow of the assembly hall, her fierce eyes, the night’s reckless wonder. His boots crunched across frozen earth, each step a question without answer.

      Would she hate him?

      Would she weep?

      Would she remember the kiss—or only the pain?

      He did not know.

      But he knew this: he could not bear a life defined by the letters he never sent.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth could not remember when Longbourn had last felt so small.

      The drawing room walls pressed in as she paced the rug, skirts swishing against the worn edge of the settee. A kettle whistled in the kitchen, distant and shrill, but she barely heard it over the roar of her thoughts.

      Darcy was here.

      The name rang in her mind like a bell that refused to stop tolling.

      She had tried to distract herself with her morning routine—writing a few lines in her notebook, reviewing Hill’s accounts of the household expenses—but every thought turned back to him. Each time the wind rattled the window, her heart leapt, convinced a rider approached with news. When the front gate creaked, she hurried to the window, breath catching, only to see a wandering peddler or the postman.

      The fire burned low, but she could not bring herself to ring for more wood. Restlessness kept her warm enough.

      “Miss Elizabeth?” Hill’s voice came, hesitant, from the doorway.

      Elizabeth turned sharply. “Yes?”

      Hill held a folded note in her hands. “From Netherfield, miss. The boy said it is urgent.”

      Elizabeth’s stomach clenched. She took the note with a nod, retreating to the window for the better light. The handwriting was Jane’s, hurried and unmistakable.

      
        
        My dearest Lizzy,

        I have just learned that Mr. Darcy has arrived in Meryton. Charles insists we invite him to dine, but I feared it best to send you word first. Please do not feel obligated to attend, but know you are always welcome here. I fear what memories this may stir. I am with you, heart and mind.

      

      

      Elizabeth let out a shaky breath. Jane’s kindness wrapped around her like a shawl—but it did nothing to quiet the roiling storm inside.

      Dinner at Netherfield. Darcy, Bingley, Jane… and herself. The thought was absurd, impossible. And yet a dark thrill sparked within her at the idea of seeing him in a room she could not flee.

      She pressed a hand to her chest.

      Steady yourself, she told her reflection in the darkened glass. You are no longer a girl to wilt at a man’s glance.

      Her eyes caught on the faint ghost of herself—pale skin, dark eyes bright with emotion she refused to name. She straightened her spine, smoothing her hair back from her temples.

      A knock came at the door, sharper this time.

      Her mother swept into the room in a flurry of silk and self-importance. “Lizzy! Have you heard the news? Mr. Darcy is returned! And—oh!—I am told he is unmarried again! A widower, they say! What a turn of fortune!”

      Elizabeth’s jaw clenched. “I fail to see how that concerns us.”

      “Concerns us?” Mrs. Bennet sputtered. “Why, it concerns everything! Think of what it could mean for you—and the family! If he were to renew his attentions⁠—”

      “There were no attentions,” Elizabeth said sharply, heart pounding. “Only insults, and silence.”

      Mrs. Bennet waved a dismissive hand. “Nonsense. Everyone knows he admired you once. Perhaps he has come to make amends—or to offer for you at last!”

      Elizabeth felt nausea swirl in her belly. “I have no wish to discuss it further.”

      Her mother clicked her tongue in exasperation. “You are too proud for your own good. If you would only think of your sisters, of the security it could mean for them⁠—”

      “I think of them constantly,” Elizabeth snapped, surprised at the heat in her voice. “But I will not sell myself for security. Not even to Mr. Darcy.”

      Mrs. Bennet gaped, momentarily speechless. “Very well,” she huffed at last. “But do not come to me when your stubbornness costs us all.”

      She swept out of the room, skirts rustling like thunderclouds.

      Elizabeth sank into the chair by the hearth, breath ragged.

      He has already cost me enough, she thought bitterly.

      She rose and began to pace once more, thoughts whirling like leaves in a storm. She remembered the taste of that night: the candlelight gleaming off his dark hair, the scent of his skin, the trembling in his voice when he whispered her name. She remembered how she had stood frozen when he pulled away, how she had watched him retreat, how hope had burned in her chest for days afterward.

      How it had died.

      And how, in the years that followed, she had taught herself to hate the memory of him rather than mourn it.

      Now he was here. And she would have to choose whether to meet him with the mask of indifference she had worn so well—or with the fury she had kept buried like hot coals.

      She caught sight of her notebook on the writing desk and snatched it up, flipping to a blank page.

      Her pen scratched furiously:

      
        
        A man returns like winter, unbidden and unrepentant. What warmth can survive a second frost?

      

      

      She paused, breathing hard.

      Her thoughts flew backward, unbidden, to that night in the anteroom. The press of his gloved hand against her cheek. The first tentative brush of his mouth. The deep, desperate hunger in the second kiss. The heat pooling in her belly. The breathless terror when Caroline’s voice echoed from the hall.

      The sharp, painful sweetness of it all.

      And then the silence.

      She shut the notebook with a snap, the sound loud in the quiet room.

      The clock on the mantel chimed eleven. Jane would be preparing the nursery, Bingley bustling about with household errands. Did they speak of Darcy in hushed tones? Did they wonder what might happen if he and Elizabeth met again?

      Hill reappeared at the door. “Shall I bring you lunch, miss?”

      “No, thank you,” Elizabeth said softly. “I have no appetite.”

      “Shall I bring you anything at all?”

      Elizabeth hesitated, then shook her head. “Just my cloak. I mean to walk.”

      Hill nodded, returning moments later with Elizabeth’s thick wool cloak. She swung it around her shoulders, the weight comforting, like armor. She pulled on her gloves, fastened the buttons, and stepped into the corridor.

      The air outside bit at her cheeks, sharp and invigorating. She inhaled deeply, savoring the sting in her lungs. She walked through the garden gate and into the narrow lane beyond Longbourn, boots crunching across frosted gravel.

      Each step grounded her.

      She let the rhythm of her stride chase the chaotic whirl of thoughts. The skeletal trees reached overhead, their black branches like veins against the pale sky. The sun, low and wan, offered no warmth.

      As she walked, she rehearsed the words she might say if they met.

      You owe me an explanation.

      Why did you never write?

      How dare you return now, as if time has erased your cowardice?

      But the words felt brittle in her mind, cracking beneath the weight of ten years’ worth of longing and pain.

      A carriage rattled down the lane behind her. She stepped aside, skirts brushing the hedgerow, and watched it pass—no crest on the door, no dark figure within. Not him. Not yet.

      She resumed her walk.

      She reached a familiar grove of yews, the place where she and Jane once played as girls. She touched the rough bark of the largest tree, feeling memories stir: giggling in summer’s shade, weaving crowns of daisies, pretending they were grand ladies awaiting noble suitors.

      How foolish, she thought, to have ever believed in such fairytales.

      She looked back down the lane toward Longbourn, the house’s silhouette just visible in the distance. The thought of Darcy somewhere nearby, perhaps already on the road, sent her pulse skittering. The idea of seeing him in daylight, of his eyes finding hers across a crowded parlor…

      She shivered.

      Elizabeth turned for home, steps quicker now, mind racing.

      The air felt heavier with every stride, thick with the sense that something inevitable approached.

      Back at Longbourn, she shed her cloak in the entry hall, brushing off stray leaves caught at the hem. She smoothed her hair with cold fingers and found her reflection in the mirror above the table. Her cheeks were pink from the wind, her eyes bright with emotion she could neither name nor tame.

      “Lizzy?” Kitty called from the drawing room. “Are you well? You look—flushed.”

      “I am quite well,” Elizabeth said, voice even, only her hands betraying her as they fumbled with her gloves.

      Kitty prattled on about a new bonnet, but Elizabeth heard none of it. Her thoughts spun on a single axis: Darcy was in Hertfordshire. Soon, they would meet. And she would need every scrap of strength she had gathered in the past decade to face him.

      Because one truth had become painfully, inescapably clear:

      She was not done with him.

      And he was not done with her.
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      Darcy stood at the edge of Longbourn’s garden, the winter wind cutting through his heavy coat as if it were linen. He had walked the mile from Meryton in measured, deliberate steps, each one a battle between determination and dread. Now, faced with the house he had once sworn never to see again, he felt like a man on the brink of the gallows.

      Longbourn looked much as he remembered: the ivy climbing its brick walls, the tall windows catching the thin, pale light of afternoon, the gates that squeaked even now when a gust rattled them. But time had left its mark, too. Roof slates missing or cracked, hedges grown wild at the edges, the fence leaning in places. The years had not been kind to the Bennets’ estate—or perhaps the world had simply moved on.

      He inhaled deeply. The scent of cold earth and damp wood drifted through the air. Memories rose like ghosts: Elizabeth laughing near the front steps, her eyes bright with intelligence; her skirts sweeping across gravel as she turned from him in anger. He remembered the heat of her lips, the warmth of her breath, the way she had tasted of hope.

      And then… nothing. Silence. Regret. A decade of absence.

      He flexed his gloved hands, trying to shake off the tremor that threatened his composure.

      The door opened before he could summon the will to knock. A maid appeared, startled at the sight of him standing motionless near the steps. Her eyes widened.

      “Mr. Darcy?” she said uncertainly, voice carrying in the hushed air.

      He inclined his head. “I have an appointment with Mr. Bennet.”

      She bobbed a quick curtsey. “Of course, sir. Please come in.”

      The warmth of the hall enveloped him as he stepped inside, the scent of coal smoke and old wood mingling with lavender polish. It felt smaller than he remembered, the ceilings lower, the floorboards creaking beneath his boots. Or perhaps he was simply more aware of each detail, his senses heightened by nerves.

      Hill appeared at once, bustling forward. “Mr. Darcy,” she said, tone carefully polite but eyes sharp with curiosity. “Mr. Bennet is in his study. This way.”

      She led him down the corridor. He passed a small parlor where faint voices drifted from within—Kitty’s giggle, Mrs. Bennet’s high-pitched complaint. The sounds prickled along his spine, memories he had tried to forget now alive in every echo.

      They reached the study door. Hill knocked softly and opened it. “Mr. Bennet, sir. Mr. Darcy is here.”

      Darcy stepped into the room, breath tight.

      Mr. Bennet looked up from his desk, spectacles perched on his nose. His grey hair had thinned, and deeper lines carved his face, but his eyes were still quick and keen. “Mr. Darcy,” he said with a small nod. “Do come in.”

      Hill withdrew, closing the door with a quiet click. Silence settled.

      Darcy inclined his head once more. “Mr. Bennet.”

      The older man gestured to a chair near the fire. “Sit. You look cold.”

      Darcy hesitated, then took the offered seat. The heat from the hearth was welcome but did nothing to loosen the knot in his chest.

      Mr. Bennet regarded him for a long moment, fingers steepled beneath his chin. “I confess I was surprised to hear of your arrival in Hertfordshire.”

      “I imagine you were,” Darcy said carefully.

      Mr. Bennet’s eyes narrowed, though not unkindly. “Some might call it a curious coincidence that you appear after ten years’ absence, just as my daughter’s life has settled into her own shape.”

      Darcy’s throat tightened. “I did not come to disturb Miss Elizabeth.”

      “Didn’t you?” Mr. Bennet asked, voice mild but edged. “Forgive me, but I wonder if even you know your own intentions.”

      Darcy bristled, but the words rang too true to deny.

      He shifted uncomfortably, focusing on the crackling fire instead of the older man’s shrewd gaze. The heat glowed across his boots, sparks bursting and dying like small stars.

      “I came on legal business regarding Colonel Fitzwilliam’s estate,” he said at last. “But I cannot deny… the proximity to Longbourn gave me pause.”

      Mr. Bennet’s brows lifted. “Pause?”

      Darcy exhaled. “I… wish to speak with Miss Elizabeth.”

      There. The words were out. Stark, desperate, undeniable.

      Mr. Bennet studied him. “And what do you wish to say?”

      Darcy’s jaw clenched. “That I was a fool. That I wronged her. That I thought of her every day these ten years.”

      Silence fell like a heavy curtain.

      Mr. Bennet sighed, the sound tired but not harsh. “You should know, Mr. Darcy, my daughter has never spoken of you with bitterness. Nor with fondness. Only… silence.”

      The word stung.

      “She has become her own woman,” Mr. Bennet continued, voice softening. “Independent. Fierce. She built something of herself I never expected. I will not see her hurt again.”

      Darcy met his gaze, unflinching. “Nor will I.”

      The older man nodded slowly, as if weighing his sincerity. “Then you must know this: Elizabeth will not accept half-measures. If you seek forgiveness, you must offer her your whole heart. Anything less will only reopen wounds.”

      Darcy swallowed hard. “I understand.”

      Mr. Bennet looked into the fire, his face lined with something like regret. “I once thought you proud beyond remedy. I see now I was mistaken.”

      The door rattled. Both men turned as Hill peeked in. “Miss Elizabeth is just returning from her walk, sir.”

      Darcy felt his pulse hammer against his ribs. “She is here?”

      Mr. Bennet’s eyes flicked to the door, then back. “She will not expect you. I leave it to you whether to stay or go.”

      A choice.

      For a moment, Darcy’s instinct was to flee. To preserve the fragile courage he had summoned this far. But the thought of turning away—of missing this chance—hardened his resolve.

      “I will stay.”

      Mr. Bennet nodded once. “Then prepare yourself.”

      The hallway outside creaked with familiar footfalls. Elizabeth’s voice carried faintly as she greeted Hill. Darcy stood, breath ragged. His hands curled into fists to keep them from shaking.

      When the study door opened, it felt as though the room itself exhaled.

      Elizabeth stepped in, cheeks pink from the cold, dark eyes flashing as they fell on him. She froze mid-step, her skirts whispering around her boots.

      For a heartbeat, neither spoke.

      Time folded inward, collapsing a decade into a single breath.

      “Mr. Darcy,” she said, voice low and measured.

      “Miss Bennet,” he answered, every syllable a plea.

      Her gaze swept him like a blade: noting the silver at his temples, the lines etched near his eyes, the tension in his stance. He drank in the sight of her—her hair pinned in the simple style he remembered, the curve of her mouth unchanged, the fire in her eyes undimmed.

      Mr. Bennet cleared his throat. “I shall leave you two.”

      The door clicked shut behind him.

      Silence thickened. The fire popped and hissed, filling the space with tiny explosions.

      Elizabeth crossed to the hearth, posture regal, chin lifted. “Ten years,” she said at last. “Ten years, and not a word.”

      His heart cracked. “I know.”

      She looked at him, eyes shining with anger and something far more dangerous: pain. “Why?”

      He stepped closer, close enough to see the fine tremble of her lashes. “Because I was a coward.”

      She blinked. The word seemed to surprise her.

      “Because I feared your answer,” he continued, voice rough. “Because I thought silence would hurt less than rejection.”

      Her breath hitched. “And now?”

      He reached into his coat and pulled out the old letter, worn and faded. He held it out with shaking hands. “Now I know silence is the greatest cruelty of all.”

      She took the letter. Their fingers brushed.

      The touch burned through every layer of regret he carried.

      She looked down at the letter, then up at him, eyes wide, unguarded. “I waited,” she whispered, voice breaking. “I waited so long.”

      The fire flickered between them, painting her face in shifting light.

      And for the first time in ten years, Darcy dared to hope.
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      The letter felt impossibly heavy in her hands.

      Elizabeth stared at it as though it were a serpent waiting to strike. The edges were soft from years of being carried, the seal cracked and worn. The ink on the address—her name—had faded until only the memory of his hand remained. It was a ghost of what might have been. A relic of a moment that could have changed everything.

      She lifted her eyes to him. Darcy stood with his shoulders squared, his breathing uneven. His eyes—those dark, unreadable eyes—watched her as if the universe hung on her next word.

      The silence swelled until it pressed against her skin.

      She wanted to scream.

      She wanted to throw the letter at his chest and demand why he hadn’t delivered it when it mattered. She wanted to beg him for an explanation that could mend ten years of quiet agony. But most of all—most terrifying of all—she wanted to run to him, to feel the heat of him against her and pretend they could start anew.

      Instead, she took a deep breath and forced her voice into icy calm. “You carried it all these years?”

      His jaw tensed. “I did.”

      Her anger flared hot and sudden. “Then why⁠—”

      The words caught in her throat. Her eyes burned, but she refused to let tears fall. She would not give him that power.

      She turned her back on him and crossed to the window. The world outside was bright with cold winter light, the garden dusted with frost like a sugared cake. Children laughed somewhere in the distance, their joy so at odds with the storm inside her it felt like mockery.

      She pressed the letter to her chest.

      Behind her, his voice came low, raw. “I wanted to give it to you. Every day, I wanted to. But I… could not.”

      She spun back to him, fury flashing. “You could not? Or you would not?”

      He winced, the words striking deep. “I was afraid.”

      Her laugh was sharp and bitter. “Afraid? You are Mr. Darcy of Pemberley, master of more wealth than I can fathom. What could you possibly fear from a country girl like me?”

      He took a single step toward her. “Losing you.”

      His confession fell between them like a stone in still water.

      She swallowed hard, the letter crumpling slightly beneath her fingers. “You lost me the moment you turned your back and walked away.”

      His eyes darkened. “I never stopped thinking of you.”

      She shook her head. “And yet you married another.”

      Darcy’s breath caught. “It was a mistake.”

      “A mistake?” The word tasted sour on her tongue. “A mistake is misplacing a glove. A mistake is forgetting a name at dinner. You made a choice.”

      His face blanched, but he did not look away. “You are right.”

      She threw the letter onto the table between them. It landed with a dull slap, the sound final and devastating. “And now you return with this…this ancient apology and expect what? Gratitude? Forgiveness?”

      “No,” he whispered. “Only… understanding.”

      Her voice rose, sharp and trembling. “You shattered me, Fitzwilliam Darcy. You left me to question everything I believed about myself. About love. About you.”

      He stepped closer, so close she could feel the heat of him through the thin layers of her gown. “I know.”

      She hated that his nearness still affected her. Hated the way her pulse quickened, the way her breath caught, the way memories rose unbidden: his lips on hers, the soft rasp of his voice saying her name.

      She lifted her chin. “Do you know what it is to wait?” she asked, voice barely a whisper. “To rise every morning praying for a letter, for a sign that you were not just another man who took what he wished and vanished?”

      His eyes glistened. “I know what it is to regret.”

      The rawness in his voice threatened to unravel her. She turned away, desperate to hide the tears threatening to spill. She would not let him see her break.

      She moved to the hearth, hands gripping the mantel until her knuckles whitened. The fire had burned low, embers glowing dully. She focused on the warmth, the smell of ash, the crackling hush.

      He moved behind her, but stopped just short of touching. His voice came soft, as if afraid to shatter her. “Elizabeth…”

      The sound of her name on his lips nearly undid her.

      She forced her voice into steel. “What do you want from me?”

      “Another chance.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, a single tear escaping despite her resolve. “You had your chance.”

      “I squandered it. I know. But if you can find it in your heart⁠—”

      She spun, anger flaring. “You think one letter—this—is enough to erase ten years?”

      “No,” he said fiercely. “Nothing could erase them. But I would spend the rest of my life trying to heal what I broke.”

      The words staggered her. They hung in the air, raw and desperate, stripping him bare.

      She searched his face, finding nothing but sincerity—and fear. Real fear. Not the prideful arrogance she once believed defined him, but the terror of a man who knew he had already lost everything worth having.

      It made her heart ache.

      She pulled back, needing space to breathe. She crossed the room, each step heavy with confusion and anger. When she reached the door, she paused, hand on the latch.

      “I do not know if I can forgive you,” she whispered without turning. “But I cannot pretend you do not exist.”

      She slipped into the hall, leaving him alone in the study.
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth fled to the garden, skirts brushing brittle branches as she pushed through the gate. The cold air cut through her thin dress, but she welcomed it. She needed something sharp, something real, to ground her.

      She reached the old yew tree at the far end of the garden and pressed her back to its trunk, chest heaving. The frostbitten ground crunched beneath her slippers.

      She thought of the girl she had been: vibrant, hopeful, untested. She thought of the woman she had become: guarded, sharp, independent. And she wondered if either version could survive the storm Darcy had brought with him.

      “Lizzy!” a voice called, faint and distant.

      She turned to see Jane hurrying across the garden path, shawl flapping behind her like wings. Jane reached her side, breathless, eyes wide with worry.

      “I saw him arrive,” Jane panted. “I feared you’d… How are you?”

      Elizabeth’s composure cracked. She clutched Jane’s hands, words spilling in a rush. “He carried a letter all these years. An apology. And now he stands there as if that should be enough. I don’t know what to feel.”

      Jane’s expression softened, tears gathering in her kind eyes. “Oh, Lizzy.”

      “I want to hate him,” Elizabeth confessed, voice breaking. “I should hate him.”

      “But you don’t,” Jane said gently.

      Elizabeth pressed her forehead to Jane’s shoulder, silent sobs shaking her frame. “I don’t know what I feel. I don’t know who I am anymore.”

      Jane held her close, stroking her hair. “You are my sister,” she whispered. “And you are stronger than you know.”

      They stood together beneath the ancient yew, the world quiet but for the rustle of winter’s breath. Elizabeth pulled back at last, wiping her cheeks with shaking fingers.

      “I cannot face him again today,” she said hoarsely.

      “Then don’t,” Jane said firmly. “Come to Netherfield. Stay with us. Rest.”

      Elizabeth nodded, too exhausted to argue.

      They walked back to the house, arm in arm. Elizabeth glanced once over her shoulder toward Longbourn’s dark windows, half-expecting to see Darcy’s tall form framed in the glass.

      But there was nothing.

      Only the cold, and the lingering echo of the words she could not forget.
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      She was gone.

      Darcy stood in Longbourn’s study long after Elizabeth fled, the silence pressing against his ears like a weight. The scent of lavender lingered in the room—hers, he realized with a sharp ache—threading through the warm air and reminding him with cruel intimacy of how close she had been. How swiftly she had slipped away.

      The letter lay on the table where she’d thrown it, edges curled, its presence mocking. He picked it up, fingers trembling. The words he had written so long ago blurred beneath his gaze. He had carried it across continents, through grief, through years of empty halls and silent nights. And now, instead of granting absolution, it had opened a wound neither of them knew how to close.

      He folded it carefully and slipped it back into his pocket, every motion deliberate. His heart thundered with fury—at himself, at fate, at the cowardice that had cost him so many precious years.

      The door creaked behind him.

      Mr. Bennet entered quietly, eyes sharp beneath furrowed brows. “She’s gone, then.”

      Darcy nodded once, words beyond him.

      Mr. Bennet sighed, moving to the hearth. He stirred the fire with a poker, sending sparks dancing up the chimney. “You must know, Mr. Darcy, she is not a woman easily swayed.”

      “I never thought her otherwise,” Darcy said hoarsely.

      “Then what did you expect today?” Bennet asked, voice softer than Darcy deserved.

      Darcy ran a hand through his hair, the motion desperate. “I
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