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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The storm came on faster than expected.

      One moment, the sky was a pale, uneasy grey, the next it was fractured with lightning and heavy with rain. Elizabeth pressed herself back against the velvet squabs of the carriage as thunder cracked above, shaking the very air around them. Aunt Gardiner gasped softly and clutched the edge of the seat, while Mr. Gardiner leaned out to instruct the driver.

      “Just ahead,” he called over the din, “that house, stop there for shelter!”

      “That’s Pemberley, sir,” the driver answered back. “They would welcome us, I should expect.

      Elizabeth, who had been staring with wide eyes through the fogged window, caught her breath. Pemberley. She had heard the name spoken in reverent tones at dinner tables, mentioned in passing by acquaintances in town, whispered with admiration by shopkeepers and land agents alike. A place of good breeding, vast acres, and better fortune.

      But she had not expected to meet it in the midst of a tempest.

      The carriage came to a lurching halt before a grand stone façade, softened by ivy and rain. The Gardiners made haste toward the front steps, and Elizabeth followed, her half boots skidding on the gravel. Before they could knock, the door opened to reveal a harried but composed housekeeper, who ushered them in with professional efficiency and many assurances that they would be welcome until the worst of the storm had passed.

      The entrance hall was cavernous, dimly lit by a handful of candles, and echoing with the low roll of thunder. As the Gardiners were shown to a drawing room to dry their things, Elizabeth—ever restless—asked if she might wait elsewhere. The housekeeper, a Mrs. Reynolds, smiled.

      “Miss, if you have an interest in reading, the library is just along the corridor. Mind the wet floors.”

      Elizabeth curtsied and murmured her thanks, her curiosity piqued.

      She had not been expecting this. A storm. A mansion. A library.

      She pushed open the door.

      The room was vast and hushed. Candlelight flickered against towering shelves and polished wood, gilded titles gleaming faintly in the dim. The scent of leather and old paper hung in the air, grounding her in something familiar. It was not just a collection of books; it was a sanctuary of thought, of quiet dignity.

      She wandered inward, fingertips trailing lightly over bindings, her pulse still thudding from the abrupt arrival. Her bonnet had gone askew, rain darkened the hem of her dress, but she could not bring herself to care.

      Her eye caught on a volume of Milton and, drawn by instinct, she pulled it from the shelf and made her way to the large armchair by the fire. She was halfway through a passage from Paradise Lost—and wondering how many men of great fortune understood the elegance of blank verse—when the door creaked.

      She looked up, startled.

      A gentleman stood in the threshold.

      He paused when he saw her, just briefly, as if uncertain whether she belonged there.

      Elizabeth stood, smoothing her skirts.

      “I beg your pardon,” she said, “I was told I might wait here while the storm passed.”

      There was something unreadable in his expression. Not suspicion, precisely. Curiosity, perhaps. The firelight cast his face in shifting lines—strong brow, solemn mouth. His hair was dark and slightly damp from the storm, his coat bearing the faint sheen of rain.

      He stepped inside.

      “Of course,” he said, his voice low and clear. “You are welcome.”

      She nodded and sat again. To her surprise, he did the same—though not across the room, as politeness might dictate. Instead, he chose a chair at an angle, where the firelight caught the edge of his profile and half-illuminated his gaze.

      After a pause, he said, “Milton, is it?”

      Elizabeth blinked. “Yes.”

      “You prefer the poetry, or the philosophy?”

      “I do not see how the two can be separated,” she replied, and smiled.

      Something flickered in his eyes. Approval, perhaps. Or amusement.

      He nodded slowly. “You are well read.”

      “I imagine that is not so rare a quality among women who lose their way in storms.”

      “Rare enough,” he said. “And rarer still to speak of Milton as if he were a companion.”

      Elizabeth studied him. There was a quiet intensity in his manner, a way of speaking that suggested a man more used to observation than interruption. He did not fidget. He did not flatter. He simply watched.

      Outside, the wind howled and branches scraped the glass. Inside, the candle flames danced between them.

      She was about to speak again when Mrs. Reynolds knocked gently on the doorframe. “The Gardiners are ready to depart, miss. The skies are clearing.”

      Elizabeth rose, reluctant.

      “Thank you for the warmth,” she said, directing the words to both the man and the hearth.

      The gentleman stood. “I hope you reach your destination safely.”

      She curtsied. “And I hope the storm did not disturb your reading.”

      He said nothing. But as she turned to go, she felt his gaze still upon her, steady and unflinching.

      Only once she had joined her aunt and uncle at the door did she ask, as casually as she could manage, “Was the master of the house away today?”

      Mrs. Reynolds smiled. “No, miss. That was Mr. Darcy.”

      Elizabeth felt her heart stutter once in her chest.

      Pemberley. Of course.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      There had been many storms at Pemberley over the years, but few had ever left such a strange, lingering hush in their wake.

      Darcy stood at the tall windows of his study, watching the last of the grey dissolve into twilight. Rain still dripped from the eaves in lazy rivulets, and the pond beyond the lawn rippled with the occasional gust, though the trees no longer thrashed with fury. The storm had passed, and with it—her.

      He had not even asked her name.

      Darcy frowned and turned away from the glass, restlessness stirring in him like the wind outside. He rarely allowed himself such lapses in decorum. Since returning from London the month before, he had resolved to live quietly, to divide his days between estate matters and the far more agreeable company of his books. It had been working. Mostly.

      But now the stillness felt different.

      She had not been beautiful in the usual sense—at least not in the way that immediately struck a man. No, her appeal was in the way she moved through the library, like someone who had long known the comfort of solitude, who touched books as if they were familiar hands. She had spoken with clarity and calm, with the kind of wit that was never sharpened to wound.

      And when she smiled—just once, a brief, clever smile—it had struck him like lightning far more effectively than the storm outside.

      Darcy crossed the room and picked up the volume of Milton she had left behind. He thumbed through the pages absently, not so much reading as retracing her presence. A corner was still folded where she had stopped.

      “The mind is its own place,” he murmured aloud, “and in itself can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven.”

      Her voice returned to him—lilting, amused: I do not see how the two can be separated.

      He exhaled slowly.

      Had she known who he was? Mrs. Reynolds must have introduced herself—surely his name would have followed. And yet, she had not recoiled or turned coy as so many did upon hearing it. She had spoken to him as an equal. No simpering deference. No fawning curiosity. Only the quiet certainty of a woman at home among words.

      A scholar. Or at least a kindred soul.

      He replaced the book and reached for the bellpull, then hesitated.

      What would he ask? Who was the young woman who took shelter in my library and asked nothing of me except a moment of conversation?

      Darcy let his hand fall to his side. No. He would not press the matter. If it were meant, she would return—somehow, some way. There were plenty of guests in the area at this time of year, and the Gardiners were not unknown to him by name. It was possible their paths would cross again.

      He told himself it would be better if they did not.

      The truth was simpler than he wished to admit. It had felt good—too good—to be looked at without expectation, spoken to without calculation. There had been no need to impress, no pressure to behave as the heir to Pemberley, the guardian of Georgiana, the man whose wealth and silence filled a room faster than his presence ever did.

      In her company, for the briefest span, he had felt almost… ordinary.

      Darcy closed the door behind him and made his way down the hall, passing the empty drawing room where the Gardiners had taken their tea. A few cups remained on the tray, the steam gone cold.

      He paused, then continued past.

      Let it go, he told himself. You are not a boy to be undone by a stranger’s smile.

      And yet as he descended the steps to the lower gallery, his steps slowed. His hand slid into his coat pocket, where it closed around a small scrap of paper—a torn page from a book of poetry, left behind on the table beside her chair. Unmarked, perhaps even forgotten.

      But now his.

      Darcy did not know what he hoped for. Only that the storm had passed, and something in him had shifted with it.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The road from Lambton was dappled with sunlight by the following morning, as if the sky wished to atone for its recent fury.

      Elizabeth sat beside her aunt in the open carriage, her bonnet tipped to shield her eyes from the brightness. The storm had left everything glistening: hedgerows newly washed, birds more eager in their song, and the air scented with petrichor and honeysuckle. It ought to have lifted her spirits.

      And yet, her thoughts were fixed upon a library shrouded in candlelight—and the man who had spoken to her there.

      She had told herself, all through supper the previous evening, that the moment had been nothing more than what it was: a temporary shelter in a fine house, a conversation with a stranger. Still, as she’d lain awake, the sound of thunder fading into the distance, her mind had returned again and again to his voice. To the way he had looked at her—curiously, not coldly—and how he had not once tried to make her feel small.

      She had not known it was his house.

      Not until Mrs. Reynolds had said the name. Darcy.

      Mr. Darcy of Pemberley.

      She had heard of him before, of course—who had not?—though little in Hertfordshire had prepared her for the sheer grandeur of Pemberley, or the unsettling stillness of its master. He had not introduced himself, and she had not asked. There had been no need, or perhaps simply no time.

      But now she knew. And
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