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Chapter I
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Christmas was Georgiana Darcy’s favorite time of the year. There was something about the sights and sounds of the season marking the Savior’s birth that settled into her heart, bringing light and joy, hope, and peace in its wake, and spoke to her soul in a way no other time of the year could. While she was not enamored with the winter months, the endless days of chill, snow, and the storms that sometimes swept through the frozen landscape, Christmas was like a lighthouse in a dreary sea, a bit of cheer amid a lonely journey through a dismal realm.

Not that she was in Derbyshire, though Georgiana was grateful the journey she had undertaken was coming to a close. Through the naked trees divested of their summer cloaks, Georgiana could see the roof of an estate house standing like a sentry in the distance, her heart leaping at the sight, knowing she would soon be in the company of those she loved.

“It appears we have arrived,” noted Mrs. Annesley, her companion.

“I cannot wait,” murmured Georgiana in reply.

As the carriage wended its way through the trees toward the house in the distance, Georgiana considered her feelings about her impending arrival. In all truth, the only one at the estate she could claim to love was her excellent brother, Fitzwilliam Darcy. William was everything a girl could want in an elder brother and protector, for he was calm, rational, took a prodigious deal of care for her, and loved her as much as she loved him. Georgiana could not imagine a better brother; she would defy any other young woman to produce a superior sibling.

The others at the estate Georgiana referred to more properly as friends, or perhaps acquaintances, if she wished for more accuracy. Mr. Bingley was a good sort himself, and a man Georgiana esteemed, but she did not love him. Mr. Hurst was, in truth, a man who did not interest Georgiana much, and his wife was also not stimulating. As for Miss Bingley, the last resident of the estate, Georgiana’s feelings for her were complicated. Miss Bingley was a friend, and Georgiana esteemed the woman, confident the other woman’s regard for her was unfeigned and true. What Georgiana did not appreciate about her was Miss Bingley’s tendency to praise to excess, and her hawk-like focus on William, to recommend herself to him as a desirable woman and wife.

William, Georgiana knew, did not like Miss Bingley much, and tolerated her for the sake of his friendship with Mr. Bingley, and she could not blame him. Always hunted by young ladies on the prowl for a husband, William considered his friend’s sister the worst among their number, for Miss Bingley believed that her brother’s friendship with him gave her an advantage that must lead to her eventual success. Notwithstanding his distaste, Georgiana chose to overlook Miss Bingley’s blatant maneuvers and focus on the friendship she offered.

At the same time, Georgiana knew Miss Bingley’s efforts were doomed to failure, though she suspected Miss Bingley would not accept it, even if Georgiana essayed to educate her on the subject. No, William would never make an offer to a woman who pursued him for such reasons, for if he was at all interested in such a woman, he could have his choice among the debutantes of society, many of whom possessed fortunes more substantial than what Miss Bingley boasted, and came from old, respectable families a man of his position in society was expected to court. That was why the accounts Georgiana had heard about a lady of the area intrigued her.

In this, Georgiana confessed she had little other than her intuition on which to base her curiosity. William had done nothing more than reference some amusing anecdotes of her in his letters, especially when she had stayed at Mr. Bingley’s estate the previous month nursing an ailing sister. Georgiana had not dared to approach him and ask for an explanation when he had lately been in London, though she knew he would not be cross. As for Miss Bingley, well, Georgiana did not think an application to her would yield anything useful, for Miss Bingley was not in the habit of enduring any rival—in her own mind—to her ambitions.

Georgiana’s acceptance of Miss Bingley’s invitation to come to Netherfield was the only recourse she had to discover the truth, which led to her present position, no more than a furlong from the house, its bulk now appearing around the trees. If Georgiana was honest, her coming might be an imposition, for Miss Bingley had only made the offer recently when she came to London, and in a moment of distraction. Yet, Georgiana knew she would not deplore her young friend acting on that nebulous offer, and making such invitations was a matter of course to one who was sister to the man she hoped to marry.

When she knew the reason for Georgiana’s coming, Miss Bingley would not be happy with it. Friends though they were, Georgiana reasoned that acting in her brother’s interest was her primary concern. Whether the next few days would serve that interest remained an open question. Yet, Georgiana could do nothing other than act when she saw an opportunity.

This Christmas, Georgiana had one gift in mind that her brother could give her, one thing above all others she wished to have. As a girl from a wealthy and privileged family, there was little Georgiana could not acquire if she put her mind to it. Yet some desirable gifts are not available for purchase, even to those with the wealth of the world at their command. Whether this woman of whom William had written would provide what Georgiana wished to obtain she could not say, but William mentioning her at all when he never referred to any lady of society brought hope to Georgiana’s breast. Perhaps this was the sign for which she had waited.

As Georgiana expected, no one stood at the door to the estate, for she had sent no word of her coming. Thus, when the carriage rolled to a stop, she exited with the footman’s assistance and stood on the drive peering at the scene about her, waiting for Mrs. Annesley to descend. Netherfield Park was not Pemberley, for the building was squat, made of red brick, and was smaller than her brother’s venerable estate. Yet it exuded a sense of strength, solidity of purpose, a symbol of the master’s authority over the property. It was, she decided, an excellent home for Mr. Bingley.

The housekeeper greeted her, curiosity unmistakable, though when she learned Georgiana’s identity, she lost no time in showing her to the sitting-room where the family in residence had gathered. A moment later, Georgiana entered the room, much to the astonishment of those inside.

“Georgiana?” asked William, standing and crossing the room at the sight of her. “What do you do here?”

“Brother!” exclaimed Georgiana, throwing herself into his arms. “How happy I am to see you!”

“No happier than I am, my dear,” replied William, accepting her embrace and then pushing her out to arm’s length as if to inspect her. “Yet I cannot account for your presence.”

“Good day, Miss Bingley, Mr. Bingley, Mrs. Hurst, Mr. Hurst,” said Georgiana, curtseying to the rest of the company who had risen at her entrance. “When you were all in London, Miss Bingley invited me to join you whenever convenient.”

As Georgiana had known she would, Miss Bingley spoke up at once to corroborate her account. “I am pleased you accepted my invitation, for I adore your company, Georgiana dear. However, I had no notion you meant to accept.”

Georgiana smiled at her friend. “I apologize for my unannounced arrival, Miss Bingley. Once the notion entered my head, I acted without thinking, eager for your company.”

To her brother, Georgiana added: “As it appears you are settled here for the Christmas season, I wished to be in your company, for I cannot bear to spend the season without you.”

It was no surprise when William hesitated before responding. “To own the truth, I had some thought of removing to London before Christmas.”

“If you did,” was Georgiana’s wry reply, “you would have had to do so at once. Christmas is only five days away!”

William appeared a little silly at this observation, further evidence of something affecting him. Georgiana suspected she knew what it was, but she said nothing, for she must handle such matters with delicacy. Given William’s character, she suspected he was fighting whatever attraction he felt, and he would no doubt dig in his heels should she speak of it.

“Of course, you must stay for Christmas!” exclaimed Miss Bingley. Again, this was nothing less than Georgiana expected. “We shall not hear of your return to cheerless London when we shall enjoy your company very much.”

“That is interesting, Caroline,” commented Mr. Bingley, “for as I recall, you have never liked Netherfield, and have spoken ad nauseam of your desire to return to town.”

There was a stream of tension between the siblings that Georgiana had not noticed but now manifested itself in Miss Bingley’s icy glare at her brother. What it was she could not say, for no one had mentioned anything to her; Georgiana had her suspicions, for there was another aspect of Miss Bingley’s schemes, those that involved Mr. Bingley and Georgiana herself. If William had found a young woman to admire in Hertfordshire, Mr. Bingley might have done so also, and that would not be at all palatable to Miss Bingley’s feelings.

“For Christmas,” said Miss Bingley with a sniff, “I much prefer to be in the country. We shall return to London for the season, so I suppose I must cling to the hope of more refined society until it comes to fruition.”

“Aye, that you must,” snorted Mr. Hurst.

“Either way,” said Miss Bingley, shaking off all other concerns, “I do hope you will consent to stay for Christmas, for we shall be desolate without you if you choose to leave.”

“Then I suppose we shall remain,” said William, proving himself to be the best brother in the world on the strength of her pleading alone.

“Excellent. Then if you will follow me, Georgiana dear, I shall show you to your room.”

As Georgiana had a purpose in mind for that day, she took little notice of the appointments in the house or her bedchamber, using a few moments to refresh herself from the morning’s journey before she left her room again. Mrs. Annesley was installed next to Georgiana, where she took the time for a brief conversation, instructing her to enjoy herself while they were there, and that she had no need for her continual attendance as they were staying with Mr. Bingley’s sisters. Mrs. Annesley agreed and stepped from the room to return below stairs with Georgiana, and when they entered, she chose an unobtrusive location to one side, ready to assist when needed. It appeared there was an argument in progress between siblings that did not cease when Georgiana entered.

“That is interesting, Caroline,” Mr. Bingley was saying, “for a few moments ago, you were extolling the benefits of remaining in the country for Christmas.”

“Do not be obtuse, Charles. You know well that while I enjoy the country, this community is not one I appreciate to any extent.”

“Well do I know it, for you have spoken at great length with an almost religious fervor of your disinclination for Hertfordshire. Yet, I have leased this estate, and it is to be my home until at least Michaelmas next year, and you know there are other, more pressing reasons for me to remain here.”

Miss Bingley’s eyes found Georgiana, the regret in them clouding her affection. “If only you had listened to my advice when we were in London!”

“Perhaps you regret it, but I do not,” replied Mr. Bingley, his tone even and reasonable. “I understand your objections, but to me, they matter little, and Miss Bennet has proven Darcy’s opinion to be in error.”

“For that, I have apologized, Bingley,” said William.

“And I thank you for it. As for your opinion, Caroline, while I acknowledge your right to it, mine is different. Now that I am engaged to Miss Bennet, I would ask you to cease making such comments. She is to be your sister—I wish to foster good relations between you, not forever endure your reproaches.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Georgiana, now understanding Miss Bingley’s discontent. “I was not aware you were engaged, Mr. Bingley.”

“To a lovely young lady of the neighborhood.” Mr. Bingley beamed in pleasure at the mere thought of her. “When you make her acquaintance, you shall agree that she is the most exceptional woman in the entire world.”

“Then I wish you joy, sir,” said Georgiana, meaning every word.

“Well,” said Miss Bingley, her admission given with reluctance, “Jane is a sweet creature. It will be no hardship to acknowledge her as a relation. If only one could say the same of her family.”

Bennet was a name Georgiana had heard, though the woman Miss Bingley mentioned was not the same as William had included in his letter. Or at least she was not the woman central to William’s account, for as Georgiana recalled, Miss Bennet had been the ailing sister, while another had tended to her. This was an opportunity such as Georgiana had not thought to encounter so soon, and she exploited it at once, as ruthless as her cousin in battle.

“Then it would please me to make her acquaintance. If it is no trouble, I would be happy to visit today, for I am not at all fatigued.”

No suggestion was more welcome to Mr. Bingley if his wide grin was any sign. “Then you shall meet her, Miss Darcy, for we were to depart for a visit soon.”

“Excellent!” exclaimed Georgiana, clapping her hands with no need to feign enthusiasm.

Though she was certain Miss Bingley would like nothing better than to object, she sensed there was no point, though she made a few choice comments about the Bennets and their behavior. It was of no concern to Georgiana, for she knew how to behave and would not allow others, no matter how divorced from propriety, to affect her.

Before they departed, however, William contrived a moment to speak in private, and the intelligence he imparted was not at all welcome.

“I apologize, Georgiana, but there is something you must know.”

“Yes?” asked Georgiana.

William sighed and raked his hand through his hair. “The reason I did not ask Bingley to invite you to Hertfordshire is because Wickham is nearby.”

“Mr. Wickham?” Georgiana was confused about what she should feel, for he was the reason for her poor spirits these past months. “What can he be doing nearby?”

“If you can believe it,” said William, more than a hint of sarcasm coloring his words, “Wickham has joined the militia regiment stationed in Meryton.”

A myriad of thoughts fought for supremacy in Georgiana’s mind, from the worry that Mr. Wickham would expose her to fear he would seek to impose himself upon her again. Then a sense of resolve washed over her, and she pushed her fears to the side. Was she a timid girl of five to fear the actions of a libertine and coward such as Mr. Wickham? Would she forever tremble with dread at the thought he might come upon her when least expected, that he would work his nefarious purposes on her? No, Georgiana would not allow him any more power over her. Foolish though she had been, Georgiana had spent these last months overcoming the memory of his actions. It was time to show her maturity.

“Anthony would laugh at his temerity,” said Georgiana, speaking of her cousin the colonel. “He would say that no man is less suited to military life than George Wickham.”

“I cannot say that I disagree,” said William, his curious gaze resting on her.

“Do not concern yourself, Brother,” assured Georgiana. “Mr. Wickham is nothing to me; I shall not allow him the power of intimidation. Should he possess the poor judgment to approach me, I shall ensure he understands my sentiments.”

William’s concern softened and he nodded. “Very well. Should he do anything at all to discomfit you, please speak to me about it. I am past the point of enduring his schemes.”

“Thank you, William,” said Georgiana. “I appreciate your confidence in me.”

“Not at all. I should have known you possessed the strength to withstand him. Come, let us go to Longbourn. There are five ladies there with whom it will please you to become acquainted.”

William paused and then said: “The youngest can be a little trying but the eldest are among the finest ladies I have ever met.”

“One of them is Mr. Bingley’s lady?”

“The eldest.”

“Then I am eager to meet them all.”

––––––––
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WHATEVER ELIZABETH had expected to encounter upon receiving an introduction to the infamous Miss Georgiana Darcy, it was not the shy creature who entered on Mr. Darcy’s arm. Though a handsome girl, she was not Mr. Darcy’s equal, for even if Elizabeth had often deplored his behavior, there was no denying he was a striking man. Miss Darcy was perhaps as tall as Elizabeth, her hair a dark blonde, her features pleasant though not notable, and she appeared interested to meet them all. When she spoke, it was in a voice pleasing to the ears, which though not Kitty or Lydia’s characteristic bold tones, held a quiet confidence that belied her retiring nature.

This was all so curious, for Elizabeth had heard something of the girl before meeting her. Self-interest and the wish to show the man to whom she had attached all her desires of future advancement colored Miss Bingley’s word about how agreeable she found his sister. Of more immediate interest, Mr. Wickham had spoken of Miss Darcy as an insufferable and proud girl, much as Elizabeth had observed in Mr. Darcy’s character more times than she cared to count. What this mischaracterization of Miss Darcy meant Elizabeth could not say, though she thought anyone as well acquainted with the family as Mr. Wickham must understand what Elizabeth had concluded with only a glance. There was no real reason for Elizabeth to consider it, so she pushed the matter of Mr. Wickham away for the moment.

“How pleased I am to make your acquaintance,” said Elizabeth, offering the girl a smile meant to put her at ease. “I have heard so much about you.”

“As I have about you, Miss Elizabeth.”

Caught off guard by her statement though she was, Elizabeth tried to respond with humor. “Oh, I hope you do not take those accounts to heart, Miss Darcy. I am afraid I do not see eye to eye with Miss Bingley, and Mr. Darcy has never hidden his opinion.”

Perhaps it was a daring comment, but Miss Darcy did not so much as bat an eyelash.

“Miss Bingley has said little. As for my brother, he did not hesitate speak of his acquaintance with you. It pleases me to make the acquaintance of one he esteems so well.”

There was little time thereafter to further comment on the subject or even to consider it, for Lydia soon captured Miss Darcy’s attention, leaving Elizabeth with Mr. Darcy for company. For a girl so reticent as Miss Darcy to take such an immediate liking to a heedless girl of Lydia’s ilk was a surprise, but Elizabeth could not deny the evidence before her eyes. Within moments, they were seated together speaking, on Lydia’s part with her distinctive animation, while Miss Darcy, though not so open, appeared able to return something of Lydia’s exuberance.

After observing them for a few moments, Elizabeth turned her attention to Mr. Darcy, noting how he watched his sister. It was impossible to understand his feelings, for as was his wont he gave little away in his steady gaze. All Elizabeth could say, and the opinion grew the longer she watched him, was that he did not appear displeased by their instant rapport.

“I was not aware your sister was to join you in Hertfordshire, Mr. Darcy.”

The gentleman turned to her. “Until this morning, I was not aware of it myself.” He seemed to consider for a moment before he offered: “When we were in London, Miss Bingley extended an open invitation to come to Netherfield whenever convenient. Georgiana did not send word, but she considered this morning quite convenient, for she appeared unannounced.”

The droll comment brought mirth to Elizabeth’s lips, which was itself curious as Elizabeth could not remember ever having laughed in the man’s company before. Of Miss Darcy herself Elizabeth was disposed to approve, and she thought she would have even if the question of whether she was a rival to Jane for Mr. Bingley’s affections remained unanswered. Though Miss Bingley had not hesitated to express such an opinion to Jane in her letter after the Netherfield party departed, the matter was now decided with their engagement, and Elizabeth had no reason to harbor a grudge. For Miss Bingley’s part, the woman had noted Miss Darcy’s position with Lydia, and while she might not have cared for it, she remained well enough bred to avoid displaying her feelings to all the company.

“If you will pardon me, Mr. Darcy,” said Elizabeth, “I hope certain events that have taken place these past weeks are not distressing to your sister.”

Mr. Darcy regarded her. “Might I assume you refer to certain . . . hopes espoused by our hostess concerning my sister and her brother?”

“Miss Bingley was convinced it was only a matter of time. She declared it in her letter to Jane.”

The gentleman’s glance at Miss Bingley, unfriendly to say the least, was further evidence of his disinterest in the woman who most wished to provoke his good opinion.

“I have seen nothing of it, and Georgiana is too young. While I will own that I have considered the possibility, I would never push my friend or my sister in that direction, nor would I countenance any connection between them until Georgiana is of age.”

“Yes, I suspected as much, as I also suspected the reason for Miss Bingley’s words of praise and attempt to mislead my sister.”

Mr. Darcy did nothing more than nod. While Elizabeth knew Miss Bingley’s purpose for following her brother to London, Mr. Darcy’s role in the matter was obscure. That the gentleman had never warmed to local society was an established fact; Elizabeth suspected he disapproved of Mr. Bingley’s choice of wife, though her opinion was based more on feeling than observation. If Mr. Darcy had attempted to persuade Mr. Bingley against Jane, his attempts had failed. Elizabeth had nothing more than suspicion, so there was little reason to hold it against him. Long though she had understood his intelligence, she had never liked him much, and Mr. Wickham’s charges against him constituted a black mark against any man. It was not her concern, however, so it was not her place to say anything on the subject. Thus, Elizabeth turned to something else.

“Then you mean to stay for Christmas?”

“We do,” confirmed the gentleman. “It was on my mind that I should return to London to spend Christmas with Georgiana, but now that she has come to Hertfordshire, we will stay, likely until at least the New Year.”

“I hope you will consent to associate with us, Mr
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