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      “Mama! Where are aunt and uncle? They were meant to arrive hours ago!”

      Elizabeth did not know why Lydia fretted so, as she had little interest in the Gardiners’ visit to Longbourn for Christmas, though she quite suspected it had more to do with the possibility of a gift than the pleasure of seeing her family for the holiday. Still, Lizzy could not help but worry about her beloved aunt and uncle. They were meant to arrive at Longbourn for Christmas hours earlier and yet they still had not so much as received word from them. Mrs. Bennet had not ceased her pacing since tea.

      “I do not know where they are, Lydia, or I would not be quite so worried, now would I? Mr. Bennet, perhaps we should prepare a party to search the roads for them? The snow has grown ever so furious!”

      Mr. Bennet, who had remained in his chair by the fire, did not share his wife’s growing concern. “Dearest, I am sure the snow has slowed their carriage and they have only been delayed. Worrying yourself into sickness will not increase the speed of their arrival.”

      The Bennet family had spent days preparing Longbourn for Christmas, covering every inch of the house with ivy and holly and rosemary gathered from surrounded woods. Candles had been lit and a yule log was waiting to be lit. The younger Bennet daughters could speak of nothing but the Christmas dinner, and while the older girls kept their manners, they too were eager to eat around the table with their family.

      But there was no question that concern over Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner’s delay had begun to dull the spirits in the Bennet household, even among those such as Kitty, who were usually concerned for little more than their own trifles. Jane, who had been engaged in her needlework as a distraction, was at last forced to engage as she too simmered over with nerves.

      “Papa, perhaps mama is correct. Uncle and aunt are so delayed, and they rarely are anything other than early,” Jane said.

      Mr. Bennet lowered his brow as if he were considering his family’s request, but their conversation was interrupted by a sudden knock on the door.

      “At last!” Mrs. Bennet cried as she jumped from her chair and hurried to the door at pace no one in the household had ever seen her dash before. They followed her to the entrance, excited that their missing relatives had finally arrived. But when Mrs. Bennet opened the door, it was not the Gardiners standing on the other side.

      Instead, it was Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy. His cheeks were rosy from the cold and he appeared as if he had been walking for miles in the snow. Each of the Bennets appeared surprised at the sight of him, though each also had their very different reasons. Elizabeth had not seen Mr. Darcy since their disastrous dance at the Netherfield ball and she was quite aghast to see him now, especially when she expected her Aunt Gardiner, with whom she intended to discuss the whole dreadful affair.

      “Mr. Darcy! You appear as if you are frozen to the bone. Please, come inside and warm yourself by the fire,” Mr. Bennet said.

      But Darcy held up his hand to intercede. “I am most grateful for your offer, but I am afraid I am here on a matter of some urgency. I was riding to Netherfield from town when I came upon your relatives, the Gardiners, stranded in the snow. The axle had broken on their carriage and they were in quite some manner of distress. Their driver had gone for help hours before my arrival and had never returned. I made an attempt to repair their carriage, but it was beyond fixing.”

      Mrs. Bennet began to fuss before Mr. Darcy had even finished his story, and it was clear there was more to be told.

      “Calm yourself, Mrs. Bennet. Let Mr. Darcy finish. Mrs. Hill,” he called out, “please fetch Mr. Darcy a cup of hot cider.”

      Darcy nodded gratefully and continued. “I offered them my horse to ride to their destination and said I would walk but they refused. They said they were too cold to ride. In truth, I knew it was better that I ride ahead, and came straight here, hoping we might take your carriage to retrieve Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner. They are not far but we must leave with haste. The snow is only growing more impossible by the moment.”

      Mr. Bennet nodded and turned to his daughters and wife. “The gentleman is right. Mr. Darcy and I will take the carriage before the road from Longbourn is completely impassable. Then we will return with your uncle and aunt. Mr. Darcy, you will stay with us for the holidays. The snow looks to be getting worse and leaving our home might not be an option soon. It is the very least we can do for the kindness you have offered our family.”

      Darcy protested but Mrs. Bennet would hear none of it. “Of course, you will stay. Now please, begin your journey before you are all lost, and Christmas is quite ruined for the whole family.”

      “Mama!” Elizabeth cried, shocked at her mother’s impropriety. But neither Mr. Darcy nor Mr. Bennet seemed concerned as her father gathered his coats and they hurried out into the severe weather. 

      After the gentlemen left, the Bennet ladies gathered around the fire and tried to enjoy the cider that Mrs. Hill brought them, but they were all consumed by many different worries. As everyone else vexed about Mr. Bennet and the Gardiners as they pressed through the snow, and while Elizabeth shared their concern, she also felt the terror of knowing that Darcy was going to spend Christmas at Longbourn. She could not even fathom looking across the table at the Christmas feast and seeing Mr. Darcy’s face, especially after their last conversation. How could she even summon the courage to do so?

      It was over an hour before the front door opened again, which sent all of the Bennet women running back into the entrance. A common sigh of relief filled the room at the sight of Mr. Bennet and the Gardiners, exhausted and cold, but alive and healthy. Mr. Darcy stood behind them courteously, as if he wished to give the family time to revel in their joys.

      “Brother! Are you well? Did you not freeze out there in the snow?” Mrs. Bennet cried as she embraced Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner.

      “It was cold, to be sure, sister, and were it not for our champion, we might very well have turned into snow ourselves out there in the woods. We are quite lucky to be safe in your lovely, warm home, but we cannot help but wonder what happened to our rider.”

      Mr. Darcy gave a gentle cough. “I could go out and search for him, if you so wish.”

      Mrs. Bennet scoffed. “Nonsense. I am quite sure he is at the pub right now, drinking and enjoying his own fire. I have never trusted that driver and I have told you so for years, brother.”

      The family dismissed Mrs. Bennet’s ranting and chose instead to center on their happiness that they were at last all together once again. For a moment, Lizzy forgot that Mr. Darcy was even there, but then her father reminded her once again.

      “Mr. Darcy, words cannot express our gratitude for your assistance in rescuing our family. Mrs. Hill will make up a spare room for you and you will stay here until the storm clears. We will be happy to have you for the holidays!”

      Elizabeth swallowed down a nervous cry that threatened to escape and instead, nodded happily. 

      “Of course, the more, the merrier!” she said, her nerves showing. Mr. Darcy watched her, his eyes measuring Lizzy thoughtfully from head to foot, giving her a shiver. 

      As she would never miss an opportunity to impress a fine gentleman like Darcy, Mrs. Bennet immediately set about getting the house ready for her new visitor, as well setting a supper table that would make Darcy aware what a fine house Longbourn was. Mrs. Hill and the cooks began getting the table ready as the Gardiners briefly retired to their chambers to warm themselves and change for the meal. Mr. Bennet’s valet accompanied Mr. Darcy to his guest room in order to aid him in changing into borrowed clothing, as the Bennet women hurried about in a fit of excitement over their visitor.

      “I can hardly believe Mr. Darcy will be spending Christmas with us, mama! We must show him a wonderful time, so that when he returns to Netherfield, he can tell Mr. Bingley and his sisters that we were exceptional hosts,” Kitty said with delight.

      Mary shook her head. “Christmas is about the celebration of the birth of our Lord, Kitty. Not acting as if we are desperate to be adored by the richest men of Meryton and London. Remember yourself!”

      Kitty and Lydia ignored their most proper sister and ran off into the kitchen to see if the supper was ready. Jane helped Mrs. Bennet set the extra seat at the table, leaving Elizabeth unsure of what to do with herself. As everyone else was busying themselves with the evening’s preparations, Elizabeth made her way to the sewing room, where she had hidden the small gifts she had made for her family. She opened the cabinet to ensure they were still safe, as her younger sisters were well-known for their intruding, but everything seemed to be in its place.

      Content, Elizabeth closed the cabinet and almost jumped out of her skin. Mr. Darcy was standing on the other side of the door… 

      And she had no idea how long he had been there.
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      “Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth gasped, her heart pounding in her chest. “You gave me a start.”

      Darcy gave a quiet smile.

      “Oh, I am sorry. I did not mean to frighten you. I was merely looking for something to read that might entertain me later tonight in the room your parents have provided for me. You were the only one about and I wanted to inquire about your own reading material.”

      Elizabeth rolled her eyes as she set down the presents. She did not particularly wish to share any of her favorite books with this man who all but mocked her intelligence not so long ago.

      “I am not very well read, I am afraid. They interfere with my needlepoint so.”

      Darcy appeared genuinely surprised.

      “Is that so? I am quite fond of them myself. The excitement of the evening has left me quite restless, and I thought I might find something that would stir my mind. I do not think I will sleep tonight.”

      Elizabeth furrowed her brow and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “You will have to ask my father. His study is the second room down the hall. I am sure he will be happy to help you choose something.”

      It quickly became clear that he did not intend to leave her alone. Mr. Darcy approached Elizabeth and touched one of the pairs of mittens she had knitted for Jane.

      “I am sorry. I did not mean to offend you. I am not accustomed to being in
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