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      Christmas Eve came upon Longbourn in a flurry of snow and activity as the Bennets prepared for their favorite holiday. The house was filled with the warmth and excitement of the holiday as the Bennets and Gardiners finished hanging the greenery and prepared to light the Yule log. The fear created by Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner’s distress the evening before had all but melted away, giving way to the joy of the upcoming festivities. Everyone was in the jolliest of spirits…

      Everyone that was, except for Elizabeth Bennet.

      It had only been a day since his arrival at Longbourn after rescuing the Gardiners from the snow but so much had transpired in so little time that Lizzy barely had time to consider it all. When Mr. Darcy kissed her so passionately, and touched her so gently, she had forgotten everything but the feel of his lips against her. She did not remember his station or her reputation, or even that her family was but a step away from where she and Darcy sat. All she thought about how confused and desperate she felt when she in his presence.

      Now, as the anticipation of Christmas Eve built in the Bennet house, it was all Elizabeth could do to remain as happy as her sisters. It only made her attempts at deception worse when every time she cast her eyes toward Mr. Darcy, his own eyes were already upon her, watching her carefully. For the briefest of moments, she considered telling him to let her alone, but she knew that should she behave harshly toward the gentleman in front of her family, her mother would accuse of her ruining both Christmas and the Bennets standing in Meryton. And that was surely something that could not be done.

      Instead, the evening approached, and the preparations for Christmas Eve feast began in earnest, forcing Elizabeth to, at the very least, distract herself with the merriments. Mr. and Mrs. Bennet lit the Yule log just as the sun began to set, and Mary took her place behind the piano, where she made a heroic attempt at playing their favorite carols. The Gardiners tried to look as if they were enjoying the music, which had become a holiday tradition as constant as the feast itself. Mr. Darcy sat by the fire, sipping a glass of elder wine and watching the events of a Longbourn Christmas unfold.

      Lydia and Kitty were dancing and laughing around the piano, having snuck into the eggnog, causing them to act even sillier than usual. Elizabeth had no idea where Jane had disappeared to, but she suspected she was in the kitchen helping Mrs. Hill. So, when there was a knock on the front door, she seemed to be the only one who heard it. Because of the snow, it was difficult to imagine that any visitors would come to Longbourn, even if it was Christmas Eve, and their closest family was already there.

      Thus, when Lizzy opened the door, the last person she expected to see standing on their snowy door step was George Wickham, in his full militia dress, looking as if he had stepped out of the warmth of an inn instead of just dismounted his horse after a ride through a snow storm.

      “Mr… Wickham? Were we expecting you?” Elizabeth asked, forgetting her propriety for a moment in her surprise.

      “Mr. Wickham!” Lydia shouted as she appeared suddenly from the sitting room. “You accepted my invitation! I did not think you would come!”

      Elizabeth turned to her sister, her eyes wide with alarm. “Invitation? You invited Mr. Wickham to Longbourn without papa’s permission? Lydia, how could you?”

      Lydia did not appear care in the slightest that she had done anything that might offend her parents, instead grabbing Wickham by the hand. She pulled the man into the sitting room where, even from the entry way, Elizabeth could see the look of rage that formed on Mr. Darcy’s face. For a moment, Lizzy was worried that something terrible was about to happen, but any danger was interrupted when her mother, father, and the Gardiners all at once became aware of Mr. Wickham’s sudden arrival.

      “Mr. Wickham?” Mr. Bennet asked as he walked over from the fireplace. “Were you lost in the snow as well?”

      Wickham cleared his throat and nodded in the direction of the Bennet family, as well as the Gardiners, while pretending as if Darcy was not even in the room. “I was not, sir. In fact, your kind daughter invited me, and I was of the mind that I had been invited by your entire family.”

      “Yes,” Mr. Darcy said, startling the entire household with his sudden speech, “it is not unusual at all for Mr. Wickham to appear where he is not wanted, nor take things he was not offered. You would all do well to protect your gifts this holiday.”

      Mary was the first to register shock at Mr. Darcy’s rebuke of Wickham, and one-by-one, each person in the sitting room followed. A moment later, when Jane entered the room, she seemed confused as to the uncomfortable tone that had grown in her absence.

      “Mama? Papa? Is everything quite all right?”

      Mrs. Bennet leapt to her feet in a fit of nerves. “Of course, Jane! Do not be silly. Do you not see we have a guest? Mr. Wickham, I fear we were not prepared for yet another guest, so you will have to sleep in the spare room on the top floor, but I will have Mrs. Hill light the fire right away.”

      The distress that had developed in the room did not ended with Mrs. Bennet’s attempts at being a good host. Mr. Darcy made quite sure of that. He continued to glare at Wickham, who had already begun to make himself quite at home at Longbourn by joining Mary at the piano. She moved away from him as quickly as she was able, but Lydia was more than happy to take her place, though she was even less accomplished on the instrument than Mary.

      Elizabeth wished to approach Mr. Darcy and ask why he continued to hold such a grudge against Wickham; each time they had been in a room together, one might assume they were the greatest of enemies. But rather than continue to subject herself to whatever might be brewing in the sitting room, Lizzy wandered off in search of some of the eggnog her sisters had imbibed, and only hoped they had left her a cup.

      When she reached the kitchen, she found it was empty, of people, food, and eggnog, so she turned on her heel with frustration and the intention of finding the elder wine. Instead, she ran straight into Mr. Darcy, who appeared to be interested in filling his glass as well.

      “Mr. Darcy, might I help you with something?” Elizabeth asked.

      Darcy laughed scornfully, though his contempt did not appear to be directed at Lizzy.

      “If I am intended to spend the next several days in the company of that scoundrel, I must insist on a readier stock of wine, Miss Bennet.”

      Elizabeth returned Mr. Darcy’s laugh, though she knew it was not proper, and as it stood, she still did not understand the nature of his row with Mr. Wickham. Though she did know well the nature of the quarrel from Wickham’s perspective, she had already begun to wonder if perhaps he had been less
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