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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Readers,

      

      The Letters She Left Behind is, at its heart, a love letter to second chances.

      

      We all carry moments in our lives we wish we could rewrite—the words left unsaid, the hands we let slip away, the paths we turned from too soon. This story is a reminder that sometimes, life circles back and offers us a chance to heal what was broken, to reclaim what was lost, and to love more fiercely because of all we’ve learned along the way.

      

      Elizabeth and Darcy’s journey was never meant to be perfect—it was meant to be human. It was meant to show that even in the wake of mistakes and misunderstandings, love can endure. It can wait for us. And when it finds us again, it can make us braver, softer, and stronger than we ever imagined.

      

      Thank you for walking this road with them—and with me.

      

      May we all believe in second chances.

      

      With love,

      Sabine Delacourt

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The night before his wedding was meant to be a time of quiet anticipation, a moment of reflection before vows were spoken and lives entwined. But as the clock struck eleven and the last of the candlelight flickered in the corridors of Pemberley, Fitzwilliam Darcy felt the first pangs of unease.

      Elizabeth was nowhere to be found.

      He had expected to catch a glimpse of her on the terrace, perhaps walking with Georgiana, or lingering with Jane in the drawing room. But when he made his rounds, murmuring polite goodnights to the guests already retiring, her absence became unmistakable.

      “Have you seen Miss Bennet?” he asked Georgiana softly in the corridor.

      “No, Brother. I thought she was with you,” she replied, a delicate furrow creasing her brow.

      The unease hardened into something colder.

      Within the hour, the search began.

      Footmen were dispatched to the gardens, lanterns bobbing through the dark like fireflies. Bingley, roused from his bed, offered his eager help, his boots crunching across the gravel paths. Georgiana moved through the corridors with Mrs. Reynolds, gently calling Elizabeth’s name. Even Colonel Fitzwilliam, who had arrived only that afternoon, strode the length of the stables, his voice sharp as he questioned the grooms.

      No one had seen her.

      “She was last in the music room,” Mrs. Reynolds reported, her face pale in the candlelight. “She played the pianoforte just before dinner.”

      “And since then?” Darcy’s voice was tight, clipped.

      Mrs. Reynolds shook her head.

      Out into the night he went himself, his coat flung over his shoulders, his heart pounding against his ribs like a man racing toward the edge of a cliff. His boots sank into the damp grass as he scoured the grounds, his lantern swinging wide arcs of golden light over hedges, over fountains, over the weeping willow that shaded the small pond where Elizabeth had laughed only that morning, teasing him about his brooding silences.

      But now the silence was unbearable.

      “Elizabeth!” His voice broke across the stillness. “Elizabeth!”

      Nothing answered but the wind.

      By the time he returned to the house, his hands were raw from the cold and his chest heaved with frantic breath. Bingley waited in the hall, his face drawn. Georgiana sat pale and silent on the stairs, her hands clasped tightly in her lap.

      “I will check the study,” Darcy murmured. “Stay here.”

      The door creaked softly as he entered.

      For a moment, all was still. The dying embers in the hearth cast a faint orange glow over the familiar room—the dark wood shelves, the polished desk, the high-backed chair turned slightly askew.

      And then he saw them.

      A stack of letters, bound with a simple length of ribbon, rested upon his desk.

      His name was written on the top in Elizabeth’s hand.

      For a heartbeat, he stood utterly still, the sound of the storm outside pressing against the windows, a whisper of branches against glass. His throat closed. His fingers reached—but stopped just short of the bundle.

      The search was over.

      And yet, in that moment, Darcy understood with terrible clarity that the true reckoning had only just begun.
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      The rain had been falling steadily all morning, a soft, mournful patter against the windows of Pemberley House. Fitzwilliam Darcy sat in the library, his elbows braced on the armrests, a sheaf of letters trembling faintly in his hands.

      It had been years since he first found them—the letters Elizabeth left behind on the eve of their wedding. And yet, even now, he could not read them without his throat tightening, without the familiar ache unfurling in his chest like a wound reopened.

      His gaze fell to the one on top, the ink faded slightly, the paper worn at the edges where his fingers had traced it countless times. He knew the first lines by heart.

      
        
        Dearest Will,

        If you are reading this, then I have done what I could not bring myself to say aloud. Forgive me. Oh, how those words fall short of the sorrow I carry tonight. I have loved you as fiercely as I have feared disappointing you, and now I have done both.

      

      

      His jaw tensed. He closed his eyes, pressing his forehead to the back of his hand. The scent of her had long since left the paper, but still, when he breathed in, it was as though he could catch a faint trace of lavender and rain.

      
        
        Know that leaving was not born of lack of love, but of too much. You deserve a partner who brings you peace, not ruin. And I… I now carry a secret too heavy to confess. One day, perhaps, you will understand. But for now, my only wish is that you remember me kindly.

      

      

      Darcy drew a breath, shallow and uneven. His world had once revolved around her laughter, her defiance, her light—and then, in one brutal night, she was gone, like a dream that dissolved upon waking. No note in his hand, no words from her lips could fill the hollow she left behind.

      He rose from the chair, the letter slipping closed between his fingers, and walked to the window. Beyond the glass, the gardens stretched pale and blurred with mist. Somewhere in the hedges, a blackbird sang—its song a thin, sweet ribbon of sound threading through the hush.

      In the silence, his mind turned unbidden to the other letters—the ones she had left in the bundle, each folded with aching care.

      
        
        Do you remember the night at Netherfield, when you stood by the window, believing yourself alone? I watched you then, just as I have always watched you, Will, and wondered how a man so proud could seem so very lonely.

      

      

      
        
        It is your loneliness I fell in love with, I think. And the way you looked at me when you thought no one noticed—as though you were searching for something you feared you would never find.

      

      

      A sharp breath left him. His hand pressed flat to the windowpane. The cold seeped through his skin, a cruel echo of the chill within.

      
        
        If you ever find me, Will—know that my heart was always yours. That should never be in question.

      

      

      The words blurred. Darcy squeezed his eyes shut, willing the memory of her voice from his mind, though it clung to him like a shadow.

      He had searched, of course. For months, through every village, every town, every rumor, he had ridden until the horses went lame and his own body ached. But she was gone, as though the earth had opened to swallow her whole.

      And yet, he had never stopped listening. Never stopped hoping. Never stopped loving her.

      In the years since, Pemberley had become a house of quiet routine, of duty without joy. Georgiana had married, his friends had moved on, and still, he remained—the master of Pemberley, the man left behind.

      With a quiet sigh, Darcy returned to his chair. He laid the letters upon the desk, his fingertips lingering one last time over the script that had once been the dearest thing in his world.

      Somewhere, Elizabeth lived her life without him. And somewhere, he still waited.

      What he could not know—what he could not dare to hope—was that the next letter he would receive would not come by post, nor by the careful hands of a servant.

      It would come in the form of a voice, calling his name softly across a crowded square in Vienna.

      And it would change everything.
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      Vienna had been meant to offer peace.

      When Fitzwilliam Darcy first arrived, nearly two years past, it was not with grand declarations or sweeping plans, but with a quiet, private need to leave England behind. Pemberley had become a house of ghosts; London, a maze of polite inquiries and thinly veiled pity. Georgiana’s marriage to Colonel Lennox had been a blessing—a relief, in truth—for it left him free to go without burdening her with worry.

      So he went.

      Vienna, with its wide boulevards and elegant restraint, had seemed the right choice. It was distant enough to muffle the echoes of his old life, yet civilized enough to let him blend among diplomats, merchants, and travelers seeking diversions far from home. There were soirées, operas, and riding parties—plenty to occupy his days, and more than enough to fill the evenings. And yet, even here, the quiet hours came.

      He had taken a fine house near the Stadtpark, appointed tastefully but without indulgence, its windows looking over a line of chestnut trees and narrow streets. The staff were discreet; the neighbors, curious but well-mannered. And for a time, it was enough. Or so he told himself.

      But the seasons passed, and with each passing month, the city’s embrace grew thinner.

      On this particular morning, Darcy found himself walking without aim along the cobblestoned streets, his gloves in one hand, the cool air brushing against his skin like a whisper. The city was waking slowly—the bakeries
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