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The clock on the wall chimed five, its dull brass pendulum swinging with the same tired rhythm that had governed Ebony Scrooge's life for the last several months.

Outside, snow fell in fat, silent flakes, coating London's cobblestones with deceptive beauty that only masked the filth beneath.

"You may take tomorrow off, Cratchit," Ebony said, not bothering to look up from her ledger.

“Your late father would have docked my pay for that,” he said gingerly, seemingly unsure if she’d do the same. "And my late father would have let him."

The younger Mr Cratchit may have been far more dashing than his father, but she was sure he was just as weak-willed.

“Well, luckily for you, I am not my father," Ebony replied. "I care not if you take two days. But I can dock you half a crown if in memory of our parents, if you like.”

Bob Cratchit cleared his throat nervously. "You're like your father in some ways, Miss Scrooge."

Ebony's quill paused mid-stroke. "I barely knew the man before he passed, Cratchit. This ledger, these accounts, this business, it's all I truly know of him." She dipped her quill again. "His legacy is nothing but numbers to me."

The bell above the door jingled, bringing with it a gust of cold air and snowflakes that melted instantly on the worn floorboards.

Gregory Thompson removed his top hat, revealing a shock of chestnut hair and a smile that had turned the heads of half the eligible women in London. His tailored coat accentuated broad shoulders that had caught Ebony's eye more than once.

"Miss Scrooge," he said, removing his hat. "I hoped to find you still at work."

"Mr. Thompson," she replied coolly. "What business brings you to my counting house at this hour?"

"No business at all, I'm afraid," Gregory replied, his eyes twinkling. "I've come with an invitation instead." He stepped closer to her desk, his cologne was expensive and subtle. "I'm hosting a gathering tonight. A Christmas party of sorts. Small, intimate. Just a few friends and acquaintances."

Ebony returned to her ledger, feigning interest in the numbers. "I'm afraid I must decline. The December accounts require my attention."

"Surely they can wait until after Christmas?" His voice carried a hint of disappointment that she pretended not to notice. "I've been hoping to spend more time with you, Miss Scrooge. Outside of these..." he gestured at the gloomy office, "professional encounters."

The quill scratched across the paper as Ebony added another figure to her column. She was acutely aware of how the winter light caught the cleft in his chin, of how handsome he looked in the warmer days when he wore a simple shirt that clung to his muscled frame. She would have happily accepted an invitation to his house were they to be alone, and she could engage him in more fleeting pleasurable pursuits. But a social gathering where he could fawn and flatter and try again to court her, no thanks.

"A Christmas party," she repeated flatly. "I'm afraid I must decline."

"Please reconsider," he pressed, leaning forward slightly. "I've been calling on you for nearly three months now, Miss Scrooge, and I've hardly had more than fifteen minutes of your undivided attention." A hint of frustration crept into his voice.

"I'm quite sure you'll survive the disappointment," Ebony said, finally meeting his gaze with a cool stare. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I have work to attend to."
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