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      The night began in stillness.

      A hush had fallen over the Hertfordshire countryside, broken only by the sigh of wind across frosted fields and the soft creak of branches heavy with winter dew. Inside Netherfield Park, all was seemingly calm—candles extinguished, embers banked low, the grand manor cloaked in sleep.

      But in the west wing, beneath a forgotten hearthstone in the study, something stirred.

      A crack.

      A spark.

      A hungry flicker.

      It caught on old linen and paper—receipts, letters, a carelessly stacked ledger. The fire took to them like breath to lungs, inhaling ink and cotton, exhaling heat. It grew. The smoke curled first, then thickened, black and curling like a conjured curse. It slithered beneath the doorframe and stretched upward, tasting the oak-paneled walls and silk-draped windows.

      The flames moved with intent, as though guided by vengeance.

      By the time the maid in the servants’ quarters stirred with a cough, the smoke had reached the upper halls. When the footman opened the stairwell door, the backdraft knocked him to the ground with a roar that shook the chandeliers and blew out every candle still alight.

      Panic bloomed.

      Jane Bennet awoke to shouts and heat, the air in her guest room stifling and sharp with soot. She stumbled to the door, only to find it jammed—swollen with steam, or blocked from the other side. She pounded, shouted, turned in circles as sparks rained through the keyhole and the walls groaned like dying beasts. Her lungs screamed. Her vision blurred.

      Outside her chamber, men shouted, Darcy among them, his voice hoarse but commanding as he forced a door open with his shoulder. The hallway behind him was alive with orange light. He found her not a moment too soon, dragging her into his arms as the ceiling behind them gave a terrible crack and fell in a cascade of flame and timber.

      They fled down the stairs, half-carrying her, half-falling through smoke so thick it turned the world to pitch.

      By dawn, Netherfield was gone.

      The great manor, once proud and serene upon its green hills, stood blackened and skeletal. Stone walls scorched. Windows shattered. Columns collapsed in ash. The fire had moved fast, unnaturally fast, some would whisper later, and the blaze had spared no wing, no painting, no library. The house was not just damaged.

      It had been devoured.

      And while the servants were accounted for, and Jane Bennet had lived, the Bingleys disappeared from Hertfordshire that very day.

      But the fire had not only gutted a house.

      It had lit the match for something else—something far harder to extinguish.

      Pride.

      Shame.

      Anger.

      And something smoldering just beneath it all.

      Waiting to ignite.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The smoke had not yet left her clothes.

      No matter how many times she bathed, how much lavender she tucked into her drawers, the scent clung to her like memory. Burnt wood. Charred fabric. Fear. It was in her gloves, in the curls at the nape of her neck, in the stitches of her bodice—and worst of all, in the creases of Jane’s tired smile.

      They had returned home two days ago.

      Jane, pale but alive, had said little since. She claimed she was well, that she merely needed rest, but Elizabeth knew her too well to believe it. Jane had nearly died in that inferno. And Mr. Bingley—dear, kind Mr. Bingley—had not sent even a note.

      Instead, the very day of the fire, the entire Bingley household had vanished from Hertfordshire. Packed up. Gone.

      As if Jane had meant nothing.

      Elizabeth gripped the windowsill of the upstairs sitting room and stared out across the fields. The wind was sharp, rattling the pane. In the far distance, she could still see the rising column of smoke from Netherfield’s ruins. It was unnatural, how long it lingered. Perhaps the fire had sunk into the foundations, smoldering where no one could reach it.

      Her jaw clenched.

      Mr. Darcy had been there. He had saved Jane from that deathtrap. And yet, he too had disappeared—no letter, no explanation. What gentleman allowed a young lady’s name to hang in the air, wrapped in gossip and ruin?

      She would not forget it.

      “Lizzy,” came Mary’s voice behind her, “the invitation’s arrived. From the Matlocks.”

      Elizabeth turned. Her fingers were stiff from how tightly she’d held the window frame. “The Matlocks?”

      Mary nodded and held out the parchment envelope. “Their annual ball. I suppose they still think us fashionable enough to attend.”

      Fashionable enough to witness the Bennet disgrace, more like, Elizabeth thought grimly. But she took the invitation nonetheless. A ball—of course. Let the ton waltz and simper and sip champagne while her sister recovered from smoke-inhaled lungs and a shattered heart.

      Still, an idea sparked.

      If Mr. Darcy were to attend…

      If Caroline Bingley were to preen…

      If Elizabeth Bennet were to appear, uninvited but undeniable—well. That would be something, wouldn’t it?

      She lifted her chin.

      “Tell Mama I shall be in need of a new gown.”
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      The chandelier flickered.

      Darcy stood near the edge of the Matlock ballroom, a glass of untouched brandy in hand, watching the flames dance in the glass. The firelight caught on crystal and silk, setting the whole room aglow. Laughter spilled across the marble, all golden polish and clinking glasses.

      He had never liked this particular gathering.

      Too many eyes, too many expectations. His aunt’s guests always smelled faintly of desperation—widows in search of security, baronets clinging to relevance, debutantes fluttering like moths toward wealth.

      He had intended to avoid it this year entirely. After Netherfield… after the fire…

      His stomach twisted.

      The image of Jane Bennet, pale and coughing, Darcy’s coat thrown over her shoulders, refused to fade. Nor did the way Elizabeth Bennet had stared at him when he’d carried her sister out. Her eyes—bright with fury, not gratitude—had seared hotter than the flames themselves.

      He told himself it didn’t matter.

      She was safe. Her sister, safe. That should have been enough.

      But when Bingley announced he was leaving Hertfordshire, retreating to London with Caroline already whispering poison in his ear, Darcy had not stopped him.

      He had not spoken a word to Elizabeth since.

      “Darcy,” came his cousin’s voice—Colonel Fitzwilliam, as rumpled and charming as ever—“are you glowering at the punch bowl, or is that just your natural state now?”

      Darcy didn’t look away. “The latter, it would seem.”

      The colonel chuckled. “Well, brace yourself. The night’s about to become considerably more interesting.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Fitzwilliam tipped his glass toward the entrance.

      And there she was.

      Elizabeth Bennet. In a gown the color of smoke and starlight. Hair swept up, cheeks flushed, eyes sharp. Uninvited. Undeterred. Entirely herself.

      Darcy’s breath caught.

      She did not pause to look around. Did not shrink beneath the weight of the room’s attention. She moved as though the world had no say in where she placed her steps.

      And then—she saw him.

      Their eyes locked across the room, and Darcy felt something shift beneath his skin. A spark, cold and electric, like the moment before a storm splits the sky. She held his gaze a beat too long, then turned away without a word.

      Dismissed him.

      He had never been dismissed before.

      “She came for a reason,” Fitzwilliam murmured, amused. “And I suspect you are it.”

      Darcy drained his brandy.

      This night would not be simple.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      She had expected stares.

      She had not expected silence.

      The moment Elizabeth stepped into the ballroom, conversation slowed as though the very air had thickened. Fans fluttered nervously. A few gentlemen made quiet excuses and slipped away, leaving their partners craning their necks to look.

      Good, she thought, lifting her chin higher. Let them look.

      She was not ashamed. She had not fled the county. She had not left a vulnerable young woman in a crumbling manor while the walls burned around her.

      Her gaze scanned the room, unflinching, until it landed on him.

      Darcy.

      He stood near the mantel, tall and impossibly composed, his dark coat immaculately tailored, his expression unreadable. He looked—if possible—even more rigid than usual. The firelight danced along the line of his jaw.

      She hated him for how handsome he looked. Hated more that it still affected her.

      Their eyes met.

      She did not smile. Nor did she bow. She simply looked. Let him feel it. Let him wonder why she was there.

      She moved through the crowd with purpose.

      Charlotte’s voice called faintly behind her—something about tact, or timing—but Elizabeth did not slow. She had crossed moors for Jane. She had faced down Lady Catherine. She would not be cowed by Fitzwilliam Darcy and his clenched jaw.

      “Mr. Darcy,” she said, coming to a halt before him.

      He turned to her with the gravity of a man greeting a ghost. “Miss Bennet.”

      “I believe we have something to discuss.”

      He blinked. “Now?”

      Her lips curved—not a smile, but a challenge. “Unless you have pressing business elsewhere. Perhaps another fire to ignore?”

      The line of his mouth tightened. “I see.”

      “No,” she said, folding her arms. “I don’t believe you do.”

      A hush seemed to fall around them, the music distant now, the dancers turning in slowed, ghostly loops. Elizabeth could feel every glance burning into her back, but she stood her ground.

      “You left,” she said, voice low but steady. “You watched Bingley flee and let the county believe the worst. Do you have any idea what people have said of Jane?”

      “Miss Bennet’s reputation,” he began stiffly, “has not⁠—”

      “Not been what?” she snapped. “Tarnished? Shredded? Oh, I assure you, sir, it has. While you and Mr. Bingley enjoyed your townhouses and your brandy and your titles, my sister nearly died in that house. Alone. Because no one cared to stay.”

      “I cared,” he said sharply.

      “Then you had a strange way of showing it.”

      His face was pale with fury now—but underneath it, something else. Shame?

      Elizabeth leaned closer, so no one could hear. “You have money, Mr. Darcy. You have power. And you used both to vanish, while we were left with nothing but smoke.”

      A heartbeat passed. His eyes darkened.

      “You think me a coward,” he said.

      “I think you a man afraid to admit he was wrong.”

      He stared at her, unmoving. And then—then—he reached for her arm.
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