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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The invitation arrived wrapped in holly-green paper and sealed with the crest of the Duke of Wexford—a crest so grand that even the modest postmaster of Meryton raised an eyebrow as he handed it across the counter.

      Elizabeth Bennet, gloved and chilled from her morning walk, turned it over in her hands. She was no stranger to correspondence, but never had she received a missive from a duchess. The fine script—curving, elegant, and unmistakably female—spelled her name with an air of certainty, as though she were an old family friend rather than a provincial gentleman’s daughter from Hertfordshire.

      At home, Jane read the letter aloud before the fire, her soft voice giving each word a grace the sender could not have imagined:

      
        
        “Her Grace, the Duchess of Wexford, requests the pleasure of Miss Elizabeth Bennet’s company at Montcliffe Hall for the duration of Christmastide, concluding with the Twelfth Night festivities. Accommodations shall be provided, and the sleighs shall fetch guests from the nearby posting inn.”

      

      

      Jane’s blue eyes sparkled. “A Christmas house party at Montcliffe! Lizzy, you must go.”

      Mrs. Bennet was beside herself. “The Duke of Wexford! Imagine it—titled company, my dear! You might meet a baron, or a marquess, or even—heaven forbid—a duke’s cousin! And to be invited alone, without your sisters—how very flattering.”

      Elizabeth folded the letter, setting it beside her teacup. “Indeed, Mama. Nothing says Christmastide merriment like finding oneself surrounded by strangers in satin breeches who think Meryton is somewhere in Wales.”

      Mr. Bennet lowered his newspaper just enough to smile at her over the edge. “You will, at the very least, have stories to bring home. I trust you will observe the aristocracy with your usual sharp eye, and spare me no detail of their absurdities.”

      Elizabeth laughed. “I shall endeavor to take notes, Papa.”

      And yet, for all her teasing, there was an undeniable curiosity in her heart. Montcliffe Hall was said to be the crown jewel of the North—a place of impossible grandeur, with ballrooms as long as corridors and hearths large enough to roast an ox. It was, according to rumor, a wonder at Christmastime.

      That night, she wrote her acceptance letter, promising her attendance and best regards. When the ink dried, she stared at the sealed envelope and murmured, “What harm could one holiday do?”
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        * * *

      

      Snow fell thick and steady a week later as the Bennet carriage rattled toward the estate. Elizabeth watched the landscape transform beyond the frosted glass—hedgerows and cottages softened beneath a blanket of white. By the time they reached the Wexford gates, twilight had begun to settle, and the world seemed bathed in candlelight.

      Montcliffe Hall appeared like a dream—or a painting come to life. The drive was lined with evergreens tied with red ribbons, and the great house itself was wreathed in ivy and holly, every window glowing gold. Footmen hurried through the snow, their breath forming clouds, while somewhere within, music drifted faintly through the glass.

      Elizabeth’s gloved hand hesitated on the door latch. “Well,” she murmured, “there is no escaping now.”

      The butler, tall and grave, received her with impeccable solemnity. “Welcome to Montcliffe Hall, Miss Bennet. Her Grace awaits you in the drawing room. May I take your cloak?”

      Inside, the warmth nearly overwhelmed her. The scent of pine, woodsmoke, and oranges filled the air; garlands hung over every archway, unlit but gleaming with ribbons and berries. A grand Yule log burned in the hearth, crackling cheerfully beneath an oil portrait of the late duke.

      Elizabeth followed the butler through a series of drawing rooms and corridors, her boots clicking softly on the parquet floors. Each doorway revealed some new marvel—a Christmas tree in the gallery adorned with gilded apples, a table laid with sugared fruits, a harp waiting patiently beside the fire. She might have admired it all with delight—had her escort not opened one last set of doors and ushered her into a room already occupied by the last person on earth she wished to see.

      Mr. Darcy.

      He stood near the fire, tall and immaculately dressed in black evening coat and ivory waistcoat, the very picture of aloof composure. His dark eyes met hers in startled recognition before narrowing with disbelief.

      Elizabeth froze mid-curtsy. “Mr. Darcy,” she managed at last, her voice far too even for her pulse.

      He bowed stiffly. “Miss Bennet.”

      For one ghastly moment, no one spoke. Then the Duchess herself swept forward in a flurry of burgundy silk and pearls. “How delightful that you are acquainted! My nephew never mentioned you, Mr. Darcy.”

      “Indeed,” Elizabeth said sweetly, “Mr. Darcy and I have had… the pleasure of meeting.”

      The Duchess, satisfied that all was well, began introducing the remaining guests—a glittering assortment of nobility and hopeful debutantes. At the center of them was Miss Penelope Forthright, the Duke’s niece: a vision in white muslin and feathers, with golden curls arranged to maximum advantage. Her laugh—a piercing, birdlike trill—could likely be heard in the stables.

      Elizabeth endured it with grace.

      When Miss Forthright clasped Darcy’s arm possessively during the toast, Elizabeth caught the faintest twitch at the corner of his mouth. A lesser woman might have pitied him. Elizabeth, however, found the situation richly deserved.

      Dinner was an exercise in patience. The table glittered with silver, crystal, and holly; the courses came in endless procession—turtle soup, roasted goose, mince pies, syllabub—and the conversation, like the wine, flowed too freely. Elizabeth contributed where civility demanded, but her attention drifted repeatedly toward the opposite end of the table, where Darcy sat surrounded by admirers.

      She told herself she was merely observing the irony of fate. That she had no more curiosity about him than she did about the Duke’s stuffed peacock centerpiece.

      And yet, when his gaze met hers across the candles—when the faintest, most reluctant ghost of a smile touched his lips—her stomach performed a most inconvenient flutter.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, the guests were encouraged to explore the house or join in the informal amusements of the season. The Duchess’s brother entertained the younger set with riddles and forfeits; the musicians tuned for a dance; mistletoe was strategically hung from doorways to encourage impropriety disguised as festivity.

      Elizabeth preferred the quiet. She wandered into the long gallery, where moonlight pooled on marble floors and the portraits of long-dead Wexfords watched from the walls. The hush of falling snow pressed against the windows.

      “Well, Miss Bennet.”

      The voice behind her was smooth and unmistakable.

      She turned slowly. “Mr. Darcy. I did not realize I had wandered into your shadow.”

      He looked faintly pained, though not enough to satisfy her. “It seems we are both surprised to find ourselves here.”

      “Indeed. I cannot imagine what persuaded you to attend a gathering dedicated entirely to merriment.”

      A flicker of amusement crossed his face. “Perhaps I was hoping to reform my reputation.”

      “That would require at least a fortnight,” she said lightly.

      Something passed between them then—something unexpected and warm, like the glow from a candle held too near the skin. Darcy’s gaze softened, just for a heartbeat, before he inclined his head in parting.

      “Good evening, Miss Bennet.”

      When he had gone, Elizabeth stood for several minutes longer than necessary, studying the reflection of the Christmas tree in the windowpane. The branches were heavy with ribbons and candles, their light trembling faintly in the glass.

      “Friends,” she murmured to herself, turning back toward the noise and laughter of the drawing room. “What could possibly go wrong?”
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      Fitzwilliam Darcy was beginning to suspect that Christmastide at Montcliffe Hall had been a serious lapse in judgment.

      He had come at his aunt’s insistence—ostensibly for “family fellowship,” but in truth because she delighted in gathering eligible peers under her roof like chess pieces on a board. He had endured two days of sleigh rides, wassail toasts, and vigorous speculation as to which lady would be the next Duchess of Wexford. It was, he reflected grimly, an environment as hazardous to a man’s peace as any battlefield.

      That morning, he had escaped to the library—his only refuge from ribbons and giggles—when his aunt swept in like a storm cloud wrapped in lace.

      “My dear Darcy,” she had said, all smiles and triumph. “We have the most delightful addition joining us this evening—Miss Elizabeth Bennet of Hertfordshire. You remember the Bennets? The eldest sister is now Mrs. Bingley.”

      Darcy had stilled at the name. “Yes,” he said cautiously, “I remember.”

      “Such a charming girl, the younger one,” the Duchess went on, entirely unaware of the havoc her words were wreaking. “Lively, well-spoken. And with Mr. Bingley’s excellent marriage, she is quite presentable now. Do make yourself agreeable, nephew. A little warmth would not kill you.”

      He had smiled thinly and turned back to his book, though the text had blurred before his eyes. Elizabeth Bennet. Here.

      By the time she entered the drawing room that evening, he had prepared himself for indifference. He had told himself he would be civil—polite, distant, and perfectly unremarkable. Yet when she appeared in a gown of deep green silk, snow still clinging to her cloak and color bright upon her cheeks, he forgot entirely how to breathe.

      The shock of seeing her—alive, amused, and ungovernably herself—struck him with the force of memory and regret combined.

      She, of course, recovered at once. “Mr. Darcy,” she said with that infuriating composure he remembered all too well. “What a surprise.”

      And now, several hours later, as he sat through another endless dinner and listened to the tittering of Miss Forthright, he wondered how his life had come to this: trapped at a holiday party, watched by an army of hopeful mothers, and seated opposite the woman he had once proposed to in the most disastrous fashion imaginable.

      Miss Forthright leaned forward, her curls quivering with enthusiasm. “Mr. Darcy, do you not think Christmas the most romantic time of year?”

      He blinked. “I had not considered it in those terms.”

      “Oh, but you must! There is something about the season—the candlelight, the sleigh rides, the mistletoe…” She tilted her head with what she clearly imagined was a winning smile. “Surely even the most solemn gentleman cannot resist a kiss beneath it.”

      Darcy’s fork froze midway to his mouth. He had no answer that would not cause gossip, nor one that would encourage her further. Across the table, he caught Elizabeth’s expression: faint amusement, thinly disguised behind
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