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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The letter arrived on a wind that rattled the windowpanes and sent a slow hiss through the cracks of Longbourn’s aging walls. Elizabeth Bennet had always believed winter to be a season that whispered rather than roared, a quiet hush over fields and forests. But this December morning pressed close with urgency, as though something waited outside the house for her specifically.

      “Lizzy?” Jane’s soft voice floated through the doorway as she stepped inside Elizabeth’s bedchamber. “Mama says you must come at once. Uncle Gardiner has arrived unexpectedly.”

      Elizabeth blinked. “At this hour?” She pulled her shawl closer. “Is something wrong?”

      Jane’s expression — serene even under strain — faltered. “Yes. Or no. I am not entirely certain. But he looks… grave.”

      Elizabeth followed her downstairs, every step timed with the storm’s steady drum against the roof. In the drawing room, Mr. Gardiner stood near the fire, his hands clasped behind his back, his brows drawn tightly. Her father sat in his favorite chair, eyes too bright, mouth set in the resigned line Elizabeth recognized from the days he received unpleasant news and refused to share it.

      Mrs. Bennet dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief, already prepared to sob with impressive volume.

      “Lizzy, my dearest child,” she wailed the moment Elizabeth stepped inside, “we are undone. Entirely undone!”

      Elizabeth shot an alarmed look at her father. “Papa?”

      Mr. Bennet exhaled, very slowly. “Your mother exaggerates only slightly.”

      “Only slightly?” Mrs. Bennet squeaked. “Oh, Mr. Bennet, you will be the death of me!”

      Mr. Gardiner raised a calming hand. His quiet authority filled the room as naturally as the firelight. “Elizabeth, I will speak plainly. Your father’s finances are far worse than he realized.”

      Elizabeth felt the world tilt. “Worse… than we realized, or worse than he did?”

      Mr. Bennet winced. “Both, my dear.”

      Mr. Gardiner continued gently, “Unless something is done immediately, Longbourn will be in serious jeopardy by spring.”

      Mrs. Bennet let out a wail that could have summoned angels or frightened them, Elizabeth was not sure which.

      Elizabeth steadied herself with the back of a chair. “Is there a solution? We have family. We have resources⁠—”

      “Not enough,” Mr. Gardiner said quietly. “Not unless we accept an offer that has been made.”

      Elizabeth’s heart lurched. “An offer? From whom? And why was it made without my knowledge?”

      Mr. Gardiner hesitated. “Because it concerns you.”

      A dreadful stillness settled in the pit of Elizabeth’s stomach. “Me?”

      Her uncle nodded. “Yes. A gentleman has made an inquiry — discreetly, formally, and in earnest — about the possibility of a marriage.”

      Mrs. Bennet perked up like a dog smelling dinner. “Marriage! I said it, did I not, Mr. Bennet? I said one of my daughters would save us all, and look! Oh, Lizzy, how fortunate you are that a wealthy gentleman has taken notice!”

      Elizabeth looked sharply between them. “Who is this gentleman?”

      Her uncle’s expression darkened. “Lord Darcy.”

      The name meant little at first — simply a nobleman of some rank, no doubt wealthy enough to rescue Longbourn ten times over. But the silence that followed his name was too weighted, too hesitant.

      Elizabeth frowned. “I… cannot recall being introduced.”

      “You have not,” Mr. Gardiner said. “He does not attend society gatherings. He is… reclusive. Some say mysterious.” His mouth tightened. “Others say peculiar. And there are rumors of a past that has made him withdraw from London entirely.”

      Mrs. Bennet waved a hand. “All nonsense. Who cares what whispers say when he is rich enough to save the estate?”

      Elizabeth felt herself freeze. “And he wishes to marry me?”

      Mr. Bennett spoke now, softly. “He does, my child. He insists he seeks an intelligent, capable wife. Someone who can manage his household and be a friend to his younger sister.”

      “Lord Darcy offers extremely generous terms,” Mr. Gardiner added, though his tone was troubled. “The settlement for your family is… significant.”

      Elizabeth’s mouth went dry. “So he offers a fortune, and in return he receives a bride he has never met? A stranger?”

      Jane stepped closer, eyes full of worry. “Lizzy, you need not do anything you do not wish to. No one here would force you.”

      “Indeed we should not force her,” Mrs. Bennet said, “but it would be terribly ungrateful to refuse when the entire family’s future hangs in the balance!”

      Elizabeth ignored her mother entirely. Her gaze stayed on her father.

      “Papa,” she said quietly. “How dire is it?”

      His silence was answer enough.

      Elizabeth sank onto the sofa. “I see.”

      Mr. Bennet stood slowly, walked to her, and knelt — a gesture so earnest and humble she felt her throat close.

      “My Lizzy,” he said, voice rough. “I have failed in my stewardship. I never believed the situation would deteriorate so quickly. If you choose to marry this man, it will be because you wish to spare us this hardship… not because I demanded it. I cannot demand such a thing of you. I have no right.”

      Elizabeth reached for his hands. “Papa, do not speak so. You are my father. My duty is to our family.”

      “And your happiness,” he whispered, “is worth more than Longbourn.”

      Elizabeth closed her eyes. Happiness. Love. Choice.

      She had dreamed of marrying a man she admired, a man whose conversation delighted her and whose heart matched her own. A marriage born not of convenience but of affection.

      But winter pressed hard against the window. Longbourn trembled beneath the weight of unpaid debts. Her father’s eyes held shame and desperation he could not disguise.

      “What sort of man is he?” Elizabeth whispered.

      Mr. Gardiner cleared his throat. “Private. Reserved. Some believe him cold. Many call him haunted. But he is honorable. And despite the rumors, I believe him to be a good man… damaged, perhaps, but not cruel.”

      Mrs. Bennet sniffled loudly at the word damaged but said nothing.

      Elizabeth’s pulse quickened. “And he truly understands this arrangement would be… unconventional?”

      “He insisted on it,” Mr. Gardiner said. “He requested a Christmastide wedding to ensure Longbourn’s affairs are settled quickly, and because the season is quiet enough to avoid society’s notice.”

      A Christmas wedding. A marriage to a stranger. A journey to a frozen estate ruled by whispers.

      Elizabeth drew in a long breath. “Does he expect my… affections?”

      “No,” Mr. Gardiner said firmly. “He expects civility. Partnership. Friendship, if such grows between you. Nothing more.”

      Elizabeth felt her resolve trembling. “And Longbourn?”

      “Would be saved,” her father whispered. “Entirely.”

      She sat very still.

      The fire popped, snow sighed against the glass, and somewhere in the house Lydia laughed — unaware their childhood was collapsing.

      Elizabeth lifted her chin.

      “I will meet him,” she said.

      Jane clasped her hands in relief; Mrs. Bennet shrieked with joy; Mr. Bennet closed his eyes as if praying.

      Mr. Gardiner nodded. “He will meet you tomorrow. And if you find him tolerable — if you find the arrangement tolerable — the minister can be secured within the week.”

      Elizabeth swallowed.

      “Tolerable,” she repeated softly.

      She stood, walked to the window, and parted the curtain with trembling fingers. Snow blanketed the fields in cold purity — untouched, expectant, a world waiting for someone to walk a new path.

      Elizabeth breathed out a faint cloud of air and let the curtain fall.

      “Very well,” she said. “If Lord Darcy wishes a wife, and if Longbourn may be saved… then I shall hear what he has to say.”

      She paused, touched with a spark of humor despite the enormity of it all.

      “And I only hope he is not half as frightening as Mama is making him out to be.”

      Mrs. Bennet gasped. “Frighte—! Oh, Lizzy, you shall be the making of him! You will charm him into devotion!”

      Elizabeth managed a thin smile.

      Devotion was the last thing she expected.

      Duty was the first.

      And somewhere far away, in a snow-choked estate whose halls had forgotten laughter, a reclusive Lord Darcy prepared to meet the woman he had chosen by necessity — never imagining she might be the first warmth to touch his life in years.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      London never felt entirely clean in winter. The snow did its best to soften the edges, to cover soot and noise with a temporary grace, but Fitzwilliam Darcy knew what lay beneath. He had long since ceased to be deceived by pretty surfaces.

      The sitting room in his townhouse was quiet, the fire steady rather than cheerful. A decanter of port stood untouched beside the hearth. Papers lay in precise order upon the table between him and Mr. Gardiner, whose steady, thoughtful gaze took in more than he said.

      “You understand the terms as written, Mr. Darcy?” Gardiner asked.

      Darcy nodded. “I do.”

      “Your intention is to settle at once the Bennet debts that can be cleared, and to provide for the long term security of the estate through a trust in your name.”

      “Yes.”

      “In return,” Gardiner continued, “Miss Elizabeth Bennet becomes your wife before the turn of the year.”

      Darcy did not look away. “Yes.”

      The word felt heavy, yet strangely inevitable, like the closing of a door he had been leaning against for too long.

      Gardiner studied him for a moment. “You are certain you wish to move with such speed. Christmastide is upon us. People will talk.”

      “People already talk,” Darcy said quietly. “They have not yet grown weary of it, either.”

      Gardiner’s expression softened with something that might have been sympathy. “Rumours, you mean.”

      “Rumours, half truths, and the parts of the story that are entirely my fault,” Darcy replied. “My sister. My own misjudgment. My refusal to parade in drawing rooms for their inspection.”

      “The world has a talent for misunderstanding,” Gardiner said.

      Darcy gave a short, humourless smile. “And I have given it help enough.”

      He had not sought this arrangement lightly. The idea of marriage, once something distant and abstract, had become a sharpened necessity since his father’s death. The weight of Pemberley, the responsibilities his uncle urged him to bear in public life, the need to secure Georgiana’s future, all pressed upon him.

      He could have made an elegant match in some London ballroom, had he cared to court favour and endure the stares. But his appetite for that sort of scrutiny had died the day he learned how close he had come to losing his sister. Since then, the idea of exposing his private life to society’s curious gaze had been intolerable.

      So he had withdrawn. He had cultivated a reputation for reserve that soon hardened into coldness in the minds of others. They preferred their stories simple. Proud. Severe. Unfeeling. It suited them to imagine a monster.

      Better that than to know how much of his supposed indifference was born of fear.

      “You have met Miss Bennet,” Gardiner said, drawing him back. “Although perhaps you do not recall it. At the time she was merely one of many young ladies at an assembly in Meryton.”

      Darcy remembered the room. The noise. The feeling of being on display. He remembered Mrs. Bennet’s shrill laughter and the way her younger daughters ran about like untamed kittens. He had watched Bingley fall in love at first sight with the eldest Miss Bennet, serene and gentle. Darcy himself had dismissed the rest of the family in a single, careless glance.

      He had not looked closely at the second Miss Bennet. Not properly. He had only a vague recollection of dark eyes and a determined chin.

      “Your report of her carries weight with me,” Darcy said. “I know you to be a rational man.”

      Gardiner’s mouth twitched. “High praise from someone who considers most of London to be irrational.”

      “I find much of it so,” Darcy replied. “But not you.”

      “Nor Elizabeth,” Gardiner said. “She is quick of mind, loyal, and braver than she realises. You should not enter into this marriage if you wish for someone merely to sit in a corner and embroider.”

      A brief spark of interest stirred in Darcy. “I have no wish for that sort of wife.”

      “What sort do you wish for?” Gardiner asked.

      Darcy hesitated. The truthful answer rose in him easily enough. Someone who would look at him without flinching. Someone who would speak plainly when he erred, and not flatter him into self satisfaction. Someone who would bring warmth into halls that had grown too quiet.

      He had ceased to expect such a woman to exist for him.

      “It hardly signifies what I wish for,” he said at last. “This marriage is a bargain. She saves her family. I secure my household. We each gain something and lose something. That is all.”

      Gardiner was silent for a moment. “Then you must be prepared if she does not like you.”

      Darcy’s throat tightened. It was ridiculous to be affected by such a simple statement, but there it was.

      “I am accustomed to not being liked,” he said.

      “Not by people who know you,” Gardiner replied. “Only by those who think they know enough.”

      Darcy shifted his gaze to the fire. The flames moved steadily, consuming wood with quiet purpose.

      “You are certain,” Gardiner said slowly, “that you do not seek from my niece a wife who will adore you on command.”

      The question, blunt and oddly gentle, startled a genuine reaction out of him.

      “No,” Darcy said, more sharply than he intended. “I do not. I have seen what comes of marriages built on expectation alone. I would rather remain solitary than demand what cannot be freely given.”

      Gardiner nodded, satisfied. “Then I believe you are as prepared as any man can be for such an undertaking.”

      There was a brief pause.

      “You should know,” Gardiner added, “that Elizabeth has agreed only to meet you. She has not yet accepted you.”

      A flare of something that might have been relief and dread both passed through him.

      “Good,” Darcy said quietly. “She should not bind herself to a stranger by letter. She ought to see exactly what manner of husband is being offered.”

      “You intend to be honest,” Gardiner said.

      “Yes.”

      “Even about… the rest?” Gardiner’s gaze flickered, almost imperceptibly, toward the faint scar along Darcy’s temple, and then lower, to places the scars did not show.

      Darcy’s hand curled in his lap.

      “In time,” he answered. “Not at once.”

      Gardiner seemed to weigh this, then inclined his head. “Then we are agreed.”

      The papers were signed. Seals pressed. The bargain entered.

      When the business was finished and Gardiner had gone, Darcy remained in the quiet room, listening to the soft ticking of the clock upon the mantel.

      Married. The word seemed absurd when applied to him. Married by Christmas. Even more so.

      He rose and crossed to the mirror above the fireplace, studying the man reflected there. The years had sharpened his features. His mouth had settled into lines that suggested severity even when he felt nothing of the sort. The thin white mark along his temple, the only visible trace of the accident that had nearly killed a boy and left Darcy half senseless for days, gleamed faintly against his skin.

      He touched it with his fingertips. It was the least of his injuries. The others lived deeper.

      “You will frighten her,” he said quietly to his own reflection. “And her mother will tell the story so often that the village will add horns and hooves for good measure.”

      The idea held a trace of bitter humour, but it did not last.

      He turned from the mirror and went to his writing desk. There were letters to answer. Instructions to send ahead to the Derbyshire estate. Mrs. Reynolds must be informed. Georgiana must be prepared.

      The thought of his sister steadied him. Whatever misgivings he had about this marriage, it might yet be to Georgiana’s benefit. Elizabeth Bennet, if she was as Gardiner described, could be a friend and guide to her. Georgiana needed companionship that did not treat her as a fragile relic of past scandal.

      He began with a letter to Mrs. Reynolds.

      
        
        Mrs. Reynolds,

        I write to inform you that I am to be married before the turn of the year. My bride is Miss Elizabeth Bennet, niece to Mr. Edward Gardiner of Gracechurch Street, whom you will recall as a sensible man of business.

        You will make the necessary preparations for the mistress’s rooms and see that Georgiana is made comfortable with the prospect. I wish the house to be in decent order, though there is no need for unnecessary display.

        One thing more. Miss Bennet favours simplicity. I do not wish her to be overwhelmed.

        Yours,

        F. Darcy

      

      

      He paused, then added in a firmer hand:

      
        
        I will also allow modest decorations for Christmastide this year, as you see fit. The servants may have their usual gathering.

      

      

      He stared at the sentence. It felt like an opening in his own defenses. For several years, Christmas had been an obligation to be endured, not a joy to be anticipated. He had kept the observances, but muted. No great house
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