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Chapter One
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“I still do not see why we must travel all the way to Kent to celebrate our Christmas with that man!”

Mrs Bennet’s voice trembled threateningly close to tears and Elizabeth reached for her hand, eager to forestall another bout of the hysterics that had made Longbourn quake during their departure.

“Mama -”

“My dear Mrs Bennet.” Lizzy’s father spoke with the calm certainty of a man who had offered this very explanation multiple times already and was long-resigned to being called upon to repeat it many times yet before his ill-tempered wife would accept the reality of their situation. “That man is my cousin, Mr Collins, whom you quite happily welcomed into our own home one year ago. It would be remiss of us to refuse him a chance to return the favour.”

“But at Christmas!”

“Yes, indeed, at Christmas!” Mr Bennet’s eyes met Lizzy’s and twinkled behind his spectacles. “When better for a proud clergyman to show off his parish to his family I am sure he is eager to impress.”

This quieted Mrs Bennet for a moment as she considered the possibility.

“I suppose it speaks well of him that he should want us to see Hunsford now. It is, after all, a very important time of year by the church calendar.”

“The most important,” Mary put in, from her corner of the carriage. She had been so silent all the journey thus far that Lizzy had almost forgotten she was there. Her voice sharpened as she qualified the statement. “Second, that is, to Easter. And perhaps Pentecost -”

“Yes, thank you, Mary,” Mr Bennet said, hastily forestalling a sermon. His eyes met Lizzy’s once more and he angled to take hold of his wife’s free hand, squeezing it warmly. “And, after all, I am sure it is preferable to remaining at Longbourn mourning those who may not be with us.”

Mrs Bennet bit her lip, her high forehead creasing in a frown and Lizzy sensed the danger of tears rear its head a second time.

“We must not begrudge Jane her happiness,” she put in, squashing the thought that that had been precisely what she, Lizzy, had been doing the very hour they embarked on this journey to Kent. Their carriage felt surprisingly spacious, absent of two of the Bennet daughters. Jane was married, a fact Lizzy could not help but still marvel at. She was married - and happily! - to Mr Bingley and for this first Christmas season together, they had decided to settle in London with Caroline Bingley in tow and to afford Charles the chance to show off his bonny new bride to all of his fashionable friends.

“I do wish you could be here with me!” Jane had written in the last letter Lizzy had received before they had left Longbourn. She swallowed past a lump in her throat, thinking that she might have preferred Christmas in London to spending it in Kent had she known this would be her fate. It was not until Mr and Mrs Gardiner had sent their apologies that, due to young George’s ill-health, they would not make the journey to Hertfordshire this year that Mr Bennet had abruptly declared his intention to remove what remained of his family to Kent.

“But - Lydia...” Mrs Bennet began, feebly.

“Lydia has friends enough to entertain her for a dozen Christmases,” Mr Bennet said, his tone growing gruff at the mention of his youngest daughter. Lizzy’s gaze travelled to the second of her sisters who silently shared the now-spacious carriage. Kitty was almost as quiet as Mary had been, silent but for the occasional sigh that escaped her as she stared mournfully out of the window at the passing countryside. If Jane’s absence hurt Lizzy, then Lydia’s must cut Kitty to the quick. Not only her absence but the manner of it. Lizzy frowned. Their family was still reeling from the news that Lydia had foolishly run away with George Wickham - the very worst of men! - and still more that they had at last been pressed to marry. This was a face-saving exercise and Lizzy was grateful to whatever actions of her father and uncle had conspired to ensure it, although she could not own any degree of contentment at having George Wickham for a brother-in-law. Lydia rejoiced in the arrangement, of course, and had sent letter upon letter to Longbourn, boasting of her new life. Mr Bennet had consigned more than one such letter to the fire before allowing his wife to gain any awareness of it, Lizzy knew, and now she began to suspect his sudden mania for a Christmas in Kent was only partly due to Mr Collins’ eager invitation. He wished to be absent from Longbourn at least as much as he was pleased to be present in Kent, for if Longbourn was empty it could not be descended upon by a daughter and son-in-law who the season would not permit to be ignored.

“I do not suppose we have very much further to travel,” Elizabeth remarked, finding her voice at last and praying it sounded more normal to her family’s ears than to hers. “How pleased I shall be to see Charlotte again!”

“Oh, Charlotte!” 

The mention of her old friend had been purely natural, but seeing her mother’s response and feeling the sharp squeeze of the hand she still held, Lizzy could not help but regret it. She frowned, turning to her mother and carefully extricating her hand, wiggling her fingers until the feeling began to flood back into them.

“You cannot tell me Charlotte Lucas has fallen out of favour with you too, Mama!”

“Charlotte Collins, Lizzy,” Mr Bennet reminded her, with a smile.

“Yes, Charlotte Collins.” Mrs Bennet’s eyes flashed dangerously. “She has the very life that might have been yours, Lizzy, if only you had allowed me to manage things a little better.”

Of all the tragedies and trials that had befallen their family in the past year, that this should be the one that her mother chose to cling to struck Lizzy as most amusing and she had let out a peal of merry laughter before she could stop herself. With effort, she clamped her mouth closed, disguising the rest of her amusement as a burst of quiet coughing. Mrs Bennet remained unconvinced and unamused, her eyes narrowing as she glared at her daughter.

“I am glad you think our future destitution is a point of humour! Just think, when your father passes on, we shall all be turfed out of our home and Charlotte Collins shall find herself mistress of Longbourn. Whatever shall become of us, I should like to know -”

“How fortunate it is, then, that I am still quite hale and hearty enough to last out the year.” Mr Bennet lifted his wife’s hand to his lips. “Do not fret, my dear. I have no intention of passing on any time soon. And who knows, perhaps this visit to Kent will prove providential!” He shot a sly look at his favourite daughter, who managed to choke back the rest of her laughter. “We might even manage to find Lizzy a suitor she does not object to.”

“Ha!” Mrs Bennet barked, mollified but still determined to have the last word. “That would be a Christmas miracle indeed!”

***
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“THESE VIEWS ARE MY favourite!” Anne de Bourgh beamed as she turned an admiring gaze left and right, taking in the broad sweep of the fields that marked the further reaches of Rosings Park. “Does it not seem to you as if the countryside stretches on forever?”

Fitzwilliam Darcy made an agreeable noise, not wishing to contradict his cousin, but his eyes were sharper than hers. He could see the distant roofs and curls of smoke that indicated a town. If the winds blew favourably, he fancied they might even hear the sound of activity.

“You disagree, William?” Anne turned to him with a sly smile. “Very well, you need not conceal your true opinion. Tell me all the ways in which Derbyshire is superior. I shall listen. I shall not believe you, but I shall listen.” 

She folded her hands patiently at her waist and waited, the teasing light in her eyes rendering her not unlike Georgiana to behold. His smile faded at the thought of his sister and he turned away, shielding his eyes against the bright midday sun.

“I suppose we ought to turn back.” He hoped the resignation in his voice was not as evident to Anne’s ears as to his own. It took a moment but once he was sure of control over his features he turned back to her with a smile that was at least a little convincing. “Your mother will surely have missed us by now.”

“My mother will not miss us at all if we are together!” Anne sighed, hesitating before beginning to walk obediently, if reluctantly, back along the route they had already taken. It was not the swiftest path back to the house but it would get them there in time and Darcy happily accompanied her.

“Yet another reason we ought to return.” He grimaced at his cousin. “Before she can form any ideas.”

“Mama had ideas before either of us could walk,” Anne retorted, with a laugh. “Sooner! In our cribs. Before that, even.” She pulled a face. “I am sure she was pleading with the Lord that I be born a girl for the simple purpose of providing her dearest nephew with a bride.”

Darcy’s grimace sank into a scowl. He found his aunt’s matchmaking largely an irritation but one that could be easily enough avoided. Anne did not share his good fortune, trapped as she was by proximity and dependence. She stumbled over a rogue tree root and he offered her his arm, which she took, and they walked a few steps in companionable silence before he found his voice again.

“I fear my presence here is not helping...”

“It is better than your absence!” Anne assured him. She smiled, her entire countenance lifted by the change in her expression. “At least when you are here Mama can witness us as we truly are - as cousins, as friends, but certainly as nothing more.”

Darcy let out a breath he had not been aware of holding. It encouraged him to hear these words on Anne’s lips. They mirrored his own opinion of their situation but that had not been for him to speak of. Had the determination to marry been Anne’s, he feared he could not disappoint her and still call himself a gentleman. My aunt, on the other hand...

Lady Catherine de Bourgh had lived the majority of her life - and the entirety of her widowhood - pleasing herself. Her word was law, at least in the environs of Rosings, and Darcy was unwilling to submit himself entirely to her schemes. That Fitzwilliam Darcy should marry his cousin, Anne de Bourgh, had been family lore and idle prediction for so long that he had taken little notice of it growing up, certain that it would disperse as soon as he and Anne began to consider their own futures. For Lady Catherine, the years had served only to make the possibility fact, and her hints to him had grown more insistent at every visit he made to Rosings. Which is why I have made it my goal not to visit Rosings, he thought, pausing to escort his cousin over a stile. Until now.

As if his thoughts had carried on the wind, when Anne next spoke it was to enquire upon this very fact.

“Do you know, William, I am surprised you chose to spend Christmas here with us.” She bit her lip, fearing he might take offence at her idle wondering. “Not that you are not welcome, of course! Mama rejoices in it and I am -” She paused, rearranging her features into a genuine smile. “I am happy that you are here.”

“Even if it raises the spectre of our future marriage?”

Anne waved him off.

“That spectre is present whether you are here or not.” She waited until he landed back on his feet and slid her arm through his almost before he offered it. “On balance, it is better to have company than not, especially when that company is one of my cousins who I do so enjoy spending time with.” She paused. “But my question stands. Why come to Rosings at Christmas, if at all? Surely you would have preferred to be with Georgiana at Pemberley? Or in London with your friends?”

Darcy grimaced, debating which of these suggestions he ought to rebuff first. His abandonment of Georgiana - for his conscience told him that was what he was doing in avoiding her in this of all seasons - was too painful to consider, so he landed on the altogether safer topic of London.

“You know I despise crowds.”

Anne laughed, and Darcy continued.

“Bingley is there, of course, so I might have made a quiet enough Christmas seeing only whom I please to.” He sighed, theatrically. “But he is lately married and would prefer to introduce his wife to the hundreds of friends he keeps on hand for just such an occasion. I fear I would be beneath his notice.” Anne looked poised to disagree but Darcy spoke again before she had the opportunity, eager to keep her attention on London and not straying any further north. “And you know how London is. One can only be a hermit with limited success. There are people - friends, acquaintances - that can only be put off for so long. Here I see only those whom I choose to see.”

“Ah, then you choose to spend your time with Mr Collins?”

There was a too-innocent note in Anne’s voice, although a swift glance in her suggestion betrayed nothing but a wide-eyed smile that was, again, painfully reminiscent of Georgiana.

“I am a guest of my aunt’s,” Darcy said, stiffly. “It is not for me to decree who she may or may not invite to dine. Especially at Christmas.”

“Good.” Anne beamed. “Then you will not object to her inviting Mr Collins and his guests to dinner this very evening!”

“His...guests?” Darcy frowned, trying to conjure who on earth the obsequious curate could conjure as guests of his that were not better known to his patroness, a lifelong resident and pseudo-monarch to Rosings and its surrounding areas.

“His cousin is coming to stay with him for Christmas.” Anne elbowed him in the side. “As you have come to us! Although Mr Bennet brings his family with him, of course.” She sighed. “I dare say the parsonage will be stuffed to the gills for whilst it is quite big enough to house Mr and Mrs Collins, the addition of five other people will make it cosy indeed!”

Darcy’s throat constricted so that for a moment it was difficult to swallow, to speak, or even to breathe. The feeling passed almost as soon as it came upon him, although his voice, when he used it, was gruffer than before.

“Mr Bennet and his family have come to Kent? How - pleasant.” How he managed to force the word from between his clenched teeth he did not know, but it certainly did not sound as if he thought it pleasant. Indeed, he did not. I sought to avoid painful reminisces of the last year and a half, he thought, wishing just then he had gone to Pemberley or even joined Charles in London. To be faced with Elizabeth Bennet’s newly-married sister and all the joy she and her husband shared would be infinitely preferable than this. I am to spend Christmas close to the very woman I hoped to forget entirely!
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Chapter Two
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Nobody was more relieved than Mary to leave the motion of the carriage and find themselves at rest, at last, at Hunsford Parsonage.

She peered around the parlour, smiling a little to herself at the neatness of the room. It was not large - which fact Mrs Bennet had already remarked on twice within Mary’s hearing. She winced, fearing Mama’s rudeness would offend, but neither host seemed to have heard or. Perhaps they merely chose not to, she thought, crediting Charlotte with the kindness to turn a deaf ear to any criticism and certain that Mr Collins was likely not to perceive such a slight, if indeed he had heard Mrs Bennet’s observation.

He was, now, sandwiched between Mr Bennet and her husband, offering a detailed discussion of the delights that awaited them during the festive season in Kent. He answered questions before they were asked, waxing lyrical about his parish and parishioners, and sparing no detail as to the best and brightest of his neighbours who would be eager to meet the new arrivals.

Mary sighed, her gaze travelling across the room to its opposite corner, which was occupied by Elizabeth and Charlotte, whose twin dark heads were ben together, their enthusiastic conversation taking place almost entirely in whispers. Kitty was nowhere to be seen, having disappeared upstairs to rest almost the moment they arrived. Mary thought it more likely Kitty would be sulking than sleeping and wondered, ruefully, if she ought to go and check on her. Something of her indecision must have shown in her features, for almost immediately Charlotte’s eyes were upon her.

“Mary! Dear me, we are neglecting you. Come and join us! Lizzy, make room.”

Elizabeth’s expression fell momentarily, although she did obediently move a little to create space enough to seat slim Mary. She was not wanted, though, and was unwilling to become a thorn in her sister’s side. Why add to the irritation that already existed by her mere presence?

Her reluctance to move made Charlotte quickly summon an alternative suggestion.

“We have no piano, I am afraid.” She smiled, and Mary found herself smiling back. She had always liked Charlotte, who had never made her feel like an imposition or an oddity, two states she seemed perpetually to occupy in the minds of her own family. Charlotte’s eyes lit up as she formed an idea. 

“We do have a very fine library, though! I was saving it to show to Lizzy but I dare say she will happily wait an hour while we finish our conversation. Why not run along and explore it yourself?” She nodded encouragingly with these last words, her gaze holding Mary’s as if to speak further. I understand exactly how you feel, the brief look said. I know precisely what it means to be on the outside of things. Fear not, I shall not force you to be any more social than you choose to be.

Mary was on her feet in an instant, dipping in the swiftest of vague curtseys as she made for the door.

“What a pity you do not have a piano,” Mrs Bennet’s voice came at her back. “Although you are quite right, this room is far too small for even a modest instrument...”

Mary winced, pulling the door closed behind her and surrendering to a wave of relief at being spared listening to any more. It was not that she did not love her parents but she felt so different from them - from all of her family! - that sometimes she wondered if she was some peculiar changeling, left quite by accident in the Bennet nest.

Charlotte had made on a vague motion with her hand in the direction Mary must take towards the library, so she found herself tiptoeing cautiously down the corridor, pausing to open each door she passed until at last one opened to a small room with a wide window, lined on three sides with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Her heart leapt. This must be the room Charlotte meant and what a treasure-trove it was!

My Christmas will be delightful if I am freed to spend time here! she thought, turning in a slow circle and allowing her fingertips to brush the spines of elegant leather-bound books. They were not all elegant, she realised, abandoning these for a shelf or two of well-worn, cheaper cloth-bound volumes. These had been read and loved, and it was from these she made her first selection, choosing a book of essays on The Manner of Man and settling into a faded chair to read. 

To her surprise, her attention began to wander after only a page or two. She frowned, shifting her weight and trying again, but a second time her gaze travelled unseeing down the page of text. With a sigh, she abandoned the book, closing it would a snap and placing it down on a small end-table. She walked back to the shelves, her fingers walking along the spines of the books. She hesitated over a fresh copy of Fordyce’s sermons, then saw three other volumes similar to that which had so far been unable to hold her attention and straightened. Almost without meaning to, her gaze travelled to a smaller shelf, tucked almost out of sight, holding several well-read novels that must belong to Charlotte. It was to these Mary found herself drawn, and she chose one by chance, cracking it open with a surreptitious glance towards the door to ensure it was closed against any sly observers. How many times had she lectured Lizzy on her preference for novels? A young lady might read to improve her character and not merely exercise her imagination! She winced, hearing the sharp tone in her memory and repenting of it. 

What is so very bad about exercising one’s imagination? she thought, with a furtive glance down at the book she held. In a few moments, she was absorbed, so much so that time passed without her notice and when, at last, Charlotte came in search of her she had tumbled half-completely into a tale of danger and intrigue and romance.

“Oh, Mary! You look so contented here I am almost sorry to disturb you!” Charlotte laughed, as Mary reluctantly closed the book, with a guilty glance at the clock. “Alas, I must.” Charlotte laid an arm across her thin shoulders and steered her towards the door. “We are to dine at Rosings this evening and you must come and get ready with Kitty, Lizzy and me.” She gave her a peculiar, pinched smile. “We must put our best feet forward and do all we can to make a good impression on Lady Catherine de Bourgh!” She affected a funny, tremulous voice as she named their host and Mary thought, for a moment, it was a very amusing, if not particularly flattering, imitation of her husband. She laughed, then bit down hard on the inside of her cheek to keep herself from it.

“I am sure I have nothing much to wear,” she equivocated, with a rueful glance back towards the library.

“I am sure that is not true!” Charlotte countered. “And you must take that book with you! I saw how it captivated you. Keep it with you until it is finished, then you may exchange it for any other you wish to read next.” She sighed. “What a pity we cannot sneak books with us to dinner this evening. It should make the evening far more agreeable, I dare say...”

Mary smiled and allowed Charlotte to lead her upstairs towards the room she was to share with her sisters, hugging the book close to her, the hazy images it had conjured still teasing at the edge of her imagination.

***
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“FITZWILLIAM? IS THAT you, lurking in the shadows?”

Darcy fixed his features in a smile and stepped into the spacious Rosings parlour.

“Hardly lurking, Aunt.” He dipped his head in a deferential nod. This was not entirely true. He had been trapped in indecision, realising he was the first of their small household to reach the parlour and wondering if his nerves could stand a private interview with his aunt before the dreaded arrival of her guests.

“I despise lurking.” Lady Catherine de Bourgh was seated in state, her chair angled to survey the whole room and the corridor beyond it. There was no doubt to Darcy’s mind that she had been watching for him. “We have a little time before our guests arrive, Fitzwilliam, so you must sit with me and permit a proper conversation.” Her eyes bored into his. “I have scarcely seen you since you arrived at Rosings.”

“I have been here only two days,” Darcy began, but his feeble protests were waved away with the flick of one elegant wrist.

“You have been often with Anne and for that reason I shall make allowances.” Lady Catherine’s pronounced lips curved upwards in an eager smile that soon turned sad. “How much your mother would have enjoyed seeing your friendship if she were still with us.”

“Indeed.” Darcy attended to some imaginary issue with his cravat. Lady Catherine frequently deployed some imagined memory of his mother whenever she wished to better steer him towards any outcome she preferred. Alas, if only my dear Mama had still been here, she might free me from this nonsense! Whatever his aunt had to say on the matter, Darcy held fast to the belief that his mother would have been keener that her son marry where his heart led, not where idle conversations held over the top of a crib had directed him.

Where his heart led. And where was that, exactly? Quite without meaning to, his gaze travelled towards the doorway through which, soon, the very object of his affections would step. The object of his affections was a poor encompassing of all that Elizabeth Bennet was to him. She had become his everything, quite before he was aware of her being anything at all. And yet you did not tell her so. He scowled, recalling that foolish attempt at a proposal of almost a year previously. She had been right to refuse him and the letter he had sent in efforts to improve things between them had soon been forgotten in the chaos of George Wickham. It is forever my lot to have my life ruined by that man! 

“Do not look so impatient!” Lady Catherine lay a hand on Darcy’s arm, tugging him back to the present. “She will join us shortly.”

Darcy had been so lost to his memories that it took him a moment to realise that it was to Anne his aunt referred, not the Elizabeth of his memory.

“Yes,” he offered, in gruff agreement, grateful to yield once more to the direction his thoughts were determined to pursue.

It seemed some strange twist of fate that Elizabeth should come here to Kent, of all places, to celebrate Christmas. He had chosen it to distract himself from his unhappy lot in life, never thinking to be presented with the very memories he sought to avoid. 

“It is well you should smile, Fitzwilliam.”

He froze, surprised to realise the degree of scrutiny he had unwittingly been under. His features sank into a grimace as he feared what other of his thoughts had been on display for his canny aunt to perceive. Fortunately, her expectations coloured her understanding, and she, again, attributed his mood to his presence in Rosings, his proximity to her and her daughter, nothing else.
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