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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth had always thought London at Christmastide a place of contradictions. Carriages clogged the streets and yet every church bell sounded as if it rang for her alone; the pavements were slick with soot and snow, yet every bow window seemed to glow with candlelight and evergreen. It was noisy, crowded, and thoroughly inconvenient, and she loved it.

      From the upper chamber of her uncle Gardiner’s house in Gracechurch Street she could see the city softening beneath a new dusting of snow. The Thames, usually a dull strip of brown, lay hidden under fog and drifting flakes. Somewhere a boy was calling out roasted chestnuts. Somewhere else a watchman complained of the cold in a voice so mournful it might have belonged to a tragic actor on the stage.

      Elizabeth wrapped her shawl more tightly about her shoulders and smiled to herself. It was all so different from Longbourn, from the familiar fields and hedgerows of Hertfordshire. Here, the air smelled of coal smoke and spice, and the sound of wheels on stone never ceased. She missed her father and sisters, yet there was a peculiar freedom in being only a guest in someone else’s household, even a beloved uncle’s.

      A knock sounded at the door behind her.

      “Lizzy, my love, you are wanted,” Mrs. Gardiner called. “A card has come, and I confess myself quite astonished by it.”

      Elizabeth turned, curiosity fully roused. “A card for me? From whom?”

      Her aunt’s smile was a mixture of amusement and a little awe. “From a countess, no less. The Right Honourable the Countess of Matlock.”

      Elizabeth almost dropped her shawl. “Lady Matlock? That is Mr. Darcy’s aunt, is it not?”

      “It is.” Mrs. Gardiner held up the creamy rectangle of card as if it might disappear should she grip it too tightly. “You are invited to attend her at Matlock House this afternoon. The servant who brought it awaits your reply below.”

      Elizabeth went to her, took the card, and read the neat, commanding script. There was nothing in it that explained the summons, only an expectation that she would comply.

      “Do you know the lady?” Mrs. Gardiner asked.

      “I have never met her,” Elizabeth said slowly. “At Rosings I met only Lady Catherine de Bourgh. I knew Mr. Darcy had another aunt, married to the Earl of Matlock, but we were not honoured with her notice.”

      Mrs. Gardiner raised a brow. “Then this is very curious indeed. Do you wish to go?”

      Elizabeth hesitated. What possible business could Lady Matlock have with her? The name Darcy uncoiled memories she would rather keep sleeping. A letter in his hand, restless walks along the shrubbery at Hunsford, a proposal that had wounded every tender point of her pride. Later there had been his own letter, which had wounded her again, but in a different manner. She had tried not to think of Pemberley’s woods in autumn, of Georgiana’s shy sweetness, of the way his eyes had looked almost boyish when he watched his sister at the pianoforte.

      She folded the card. “I confess I do wish to know why she has sent for me. If nothing else, the mystery will torment me if I remain at home.”

      Mrs. Gardiner laughed softly. “I thought as much. Very well. I shall have your things brought round. The servant may take our acceptance back at once.”

      Within an hour Elizabeth found herself bundled in her warmest pelisse and cloak, seated opposite her aunt in a hackney that creaked and jolted its way westward. As they passed from the bustle of the City into streets lined with elegant town houses, the snow thickened, softening the noise of wheels and hooves. Green wreaths and sprays of holly appeared upon every door. Candles burned in many windows, the little flames reflected in the glass like rows of tiny stars.

      “It is almost pretty enough to make one forget how much coal smoke lies beneath it all,” Mrs. Gardiner observed, peering out.

      Elizabeth smiled. “London is like some people, I suppose. It has its faults, but given sufficient candlelight and evergreen one can forgive almost anything.”

      “That sounds suspiciously like a remark about a certain gentleman,” her aunt said.

      Elizabeth chose not to respond. The name Darcy seemed to hover between them, unspoken yet undeniable, like a draft under a door.

      Matlock House stood in a street of imposing town residences, its front decorated with tasteful wreaths and a pair of tall laurel trees that flanked the steps. A footman in livery received them with more ceremony than Elizabeth liked, yet less than she feared, and they were conducted through a marble-floored hall into a drawing room full of winter light.

      The room bore all the signs of the season. Garlands of greenery looped along the mantel and around the gilded frames of several landscapes. A fragrant bough of pine and holly adorned a central table. The grate held a generous fire, its heat welcome after the cold streets. Only one person occupied the chamber, seated in a high backed chair near the hearth.

      The Countess of Matlock was not at all the sort of grand lady Elizabeth had expected. She was elegant, to be sure, her figure still upright despite the silver threading her dark hair. Her gown was rich but not ostentatious. There was humour about the curve of her mouth, and her eyes, dark and keen, missed nothing.

      She rose as they approached.

      “Miss Elizabeth Bennet,” she said, inclining her head, “and Mrs. Gardiner. I thank you for attending me on such short notice.”

      Mrs. Gardiner curtseyed and offered a few polite phrases. Elizabeth did the same, though she could not help wondering if the countess could hear the loudness of her own heartbeat.

      When the initial civilities were done, Lady Matlock waved them to seats. A maid brought tea and cakes, and for a few minutes all was ordinary. They discussed the weather, the lateness of the snow, and the crowds at the markets. Elizabeth watched the older woman over the rim of her cup, noting the quick, assessing glances that passed between talk and sip. She had the feeling of being weighed and measured.

      At last Lady Matlock set her cup aside. “Mrs. Gardiner, I have particular business with your niece, if you will permit me to speak with her alone a short while.”

      Mrs. Gardiner looked at Elizabeth, silent question in her eyes. Elizabeth gave a small nod. Curiosity had always been her besetting weakness, and it burned within her now.

      “Of course,” Mrs. Gardiner said. “I shall wait in the anteroom, your ladyship.” She rose, curtseyed again, and withdrew under the footman’s guidance.

      When the door closed behind her, Lady Matlock turned fully to Elizabeth.

      “I dislike wasting time, Miss Bennet,” she said. “You have the reputation of being forthright, and I intend to be the same.”

      “I shall endeavour to deserve that reputation, your ladyship,” Elizabeth replied.

      “Good.” The countess regarded her for a long moment. “I am told you refused my nephew when he offered you his hand.”

      Elizabeth started. Whatever she had expected, it was not this. Heat rose to her cheeks. “I, that is, Mr. Darcy and I, we had an understanding, of a sort. It is true that I declined his proposal.”

      “One does not decline Darcy lightly,” Lady Matlock said, but there was no censure in her tone, only interest. “My sister, Lady Catherine, sees it as an outrage. My husband saw it as a curiosity. I see it as evidence that you are a woman of uncommon sense.”

      Elizabeth could not help a small laugh at that. “I am not certain Mr. Darcy would agree with your ladyship.”

      “Oh, he does not agree with anyone when it offends his pride,” Lady Matlock said. “Which brings me to the subject of your summons.”

      She rose and crossed to the window, where the pale light outlined her figure. Snow fell steadily beyond the glass, dusting the iron railings and the stone steps below.

      “You are aware, I think, that my husband’s title and certain political obligations must eventually pass to a younger generation. The Earl is not immortal, however he may behave, and my sons, though they have many excellent qualities, are not suited by temperament to manage the weight of both Matlock and Pemberley affairs. Darcy, however, has the estate, the fortune, and, if properly guided, the mind for such responsibilities.”

      Elizabeth listened in silence, scarcely daring to move.

      “Yet in the past year,” Lady Matlock continued, “my nephew has been what one might term difficult. Morose, withdrawn, obstinate, there are whispers of arrogance that injures our family’s interests. Some call him proud, others unfeeling. A few, who know nothing of him at all, have begun to speak of him as a rake, simply because he will not bend to their wishes in the usual, smiling fashion.”

      Elizabeth could picture his face, grave and unsmiling in many a ballroom, and could not say the rumors were entirely without cause.

      “My husband and I,” the countess said, turning back to her, “have determined that Darcy must either show himself capable of change, or we must look elsewhere for an heir to our influence. He will not lose Pemberley, of course, that is his by right, but he may very well find himself isolated, set aside in matters that could be to his advantage and to the welfare of those dependent on him.”

      The idea of Darcy isolated from the respect that should attend his station, deprived of support that might benefit his tenants and sister, unsettled Elizabeth more than she expected. Pemberley had not been easily forgotten.

      “I see,” she said. “But where do I enter this calculation, your ladyship?”

      Lady Matlock’s eyes brightened. “You enter as his reformer.”

      Elizabeth stared. Of all the words she might have expected, that one had not appeared even on the distant horizon.

      “His reformer,” she repeated faintly.

      “Yes. You have already proven yourself impervious to his consequence. You have no awe of him, no wish to flatter, and you have seen him at his worst. Yet you also know, if you are honest with yourself, that he is capable of more. I require someone who will speak truth to him, guide him in social matters, bring him among people who will judge his conduct, and show him what it is to win admiration rather than demand it.”

      “You ask me to tutor Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth said slowly, “in how to be agreeable.”

      Lady Matlock’s lips twitched. “Agreeable, respectable, politically useful, capable of gaining the hand of a lady without offending her entire family, call it what you will. In plain terms, Miss Bennet, my nephew has twelve days, from now until Epiphany, to prove that he may be trusted with the role we wish to place upon him. If he fails, the Earl will settle certain expectations elsewhere.”

      “Twelve days,” Elizabeth repeated. “You speak as if it were a Christmas tale for children, with tasks and trials.”

      “Perhaps it is,” the countess said. “The season lends itself to such things. There will be dinners, small parties, visits to charities, calls upon friends. In all of these engagements he must behave as a man who understands both his privilege and his duty. I could lecture him until Doomsday and it would have little effect. He needs someone from outside the family, someone whose opinion has weight precisely because she once found him wanting.”

      Elizabeth felt as if the room had shifted slightly, the familiar arrangement of furniture altered by invisible hands. She pictured herself beside Mr. Darcy at a crowded party, correcting his stiffness, prompting him to kindness, praising him when he succeeded. The idea was absurd. It was also strangely compelling.

      “I am at a loss, your ladyship,” she said. “Mr. Darcy and I parted in circumstances that do not suit such an arrangement. He cannot wish for my presence, still less my guidance.”

      “He has already agreed,” Lady Matlock said quietly.

      Elizabeth started again. “He has agreed?”

      “With extreme reluctance, much grumbling, and a good deal of scowling, but yes. He understands the stakes. He will meet you here tomorrow morning to discuss the particulars.”

      Tomorrow. Elizabeth’s heart gave a queer little leap.

      Lady Matlock reached for a small box upon the side table, opened it, and drew out a folded paper. “I will not compel you, Miss Bennet. If you refuse, we will contrive some other means, though I confess I know not what that may be. But before you decide, you should know that if Darcy fails, there is a very real possibility that, in some few years’ time, Pemberley will be subject to influences that do not regard its tenants or its legacy with the same care he does. There are men in our family who see land only as revenue.”

      Elizabeth accepted the paper. It contained some legal phrase concerning settlements and political patronage that she only half understood, yet it was plain that Lady Matlock spoke no idle threat. Pemberley, that beautiful place she had walked through in summer, might fall into hands that valued it less.

      Her conscience stirred. Whatever she felt about Mr. Darcy personally, she could not be indifferent to the idea of his estate and sister suffering from the pride of others.

      “You believe I can help him,” she said.

      “I believe you can help him reveal what is already in him,” Lady Matlock corrected. “I am not asking you to change his nature, only to draw out what is best in it.”

      Elizabeth looked down at her hands, folded tightly in her lap. The memory of his expression when he had spoken of his sister’s near ruin at Ramsgate rose before her, full of anguish and fierce protectiveness. That same man, she thought, was now in danger of losing the support that could secure Georgiana’s future.

      “How candid would you wish me to be?” she asked.

      “As candid as you were when you refused him,” Lady Matlock said, and there was both humour and admiration in her voice. “Anything less would be of no use.”

      Elizabeth drew a breath. “Very well, your ladyship. I will do what I can, for twelve days.”

      Relief, swift and genuine, crossed the countess’s features. “I am obliged to you, Miss Bennet. I do not promise it will be easy. Darcy is stubborn, and he guards his heart as if it were a fortress.”

      “So do I,” Elizabeth said quietly.

      Lady Matlock gave her a long, knowing look. “Then perhaps you are better matched than either of you supposes.”

      Snow tapped softly at the window. Somewhere in the house a clock chimed the hour. Elizabeth rose, curtseyed, and took her leave, her mind a tumult of impressions, doubts, and a nervous anticipation she did not care to name.

      Tomorrow she would see Mr. Darcy again, not as a
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